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The “Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact 
in Rural Development” project is implemented by CTA 
in different parts of the world, in collaboration with the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) and the Inter-American Institute for 
Cooperation on Agriculture (IICA), and with financial 
support from IFAD, the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development. This project aims to 
facilitate the adoption of an experience capitalization 
process in rural development initiatives, where it can 
help improve the analysis, documentation, sharing,  
and the adoption and use of lessons and good practices 
– as an approach for continuous learning, improvement 
and scaling up.
The cases featured in this booklet were selected and 
written by those participating in the project. 
Responsibility for the information and views set out in 
each case lies entirely with the authors. Reproduction is 
authorised provided the source is acknowledged.
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United Nations agency based in Rome, the UN’s  
food and agriculture hub. Since 1978, it has provided 
US$18.5 billion in grants and low-interest loans to 
projects that have reached about 464 million people. 
For more information on IFAD, visit: www.ifad.org
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CTA has been implementing the “Capitalization  of Experiences for Greater Impact in Rural 
Development” project during the past two years, 
working together with the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the 
Inter-American Institute for Cooperation in 
Agriculture (IICA) and the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD) – and with many 
projects and organisations working throughout the 
world. This has given us the chance to validate an 
experience capitalization approach and to support 
those interested in trying it out and benefitting from  
it. It has also given us the chance to work in regions 
where CTA is not normally present. This has been  
a very rich experience. 
The stories in this booklet come from different  
teams working in Vietnam, Cambodia, Myanmar,  
Malaysia, the Philippines, Laos and India, with  
all of them addressing the main challenges that 
farmers and the rural communities in this region  
face. A different context, which provides different 
challenges to the ones CTA has been working with. 
These stories, however, show many lessons that are 
equally applicable in the ACP countries with which  
we are more familiar. There is an equal need to 
support indigenous communities, to strengthen  
local groups, or to recognise the enormous 
contribution that female farmers make, and to  
work together with those who are trying innovative 
and successful approaches. It is equally necessary to 
carry out a detailed analysis of the context in which 
these initiatives take place, and to encourage all 
stakeholders to take part in it.
Reaching out to those working in South East Asia,  
as well as to all those in the ACP countries, the 
purpose of this booklet is to encourage the adoption  
of these lessons. We hope that this will help scale up 
successful initiatives, and at the same time prepare  
and complete new projects. This is the main objective 
of an experience capitalization process: we invite you 
to join us and help us achieve it.
Good reading!
FOREWORD
Dr Ibrahim Khadar 
Manager 
Learning, Monitoring  
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The Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact, AIPP, is a  
member-based regional network founded by 
indigenous peoples’ organisations in South East  
Asia, committed to promoting and defending their 
rights and the issues that are of particular relevance  
to local communities. For many years, AIPP has been 
promoting systematic learning approaches for its 
members and partners in 14 countries in the region, 
and exposing them to an experience capitalization 
approach was a logical extension of this attempt. 
In 2017, AIPP agreed to work together with CTA  
to introduce and popularise this approach as a  
way to systematically document and learn from 
development experiences in the region. As part of  
this process, several organisations from Myanmar, 
Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Indonesia, 
India and the Philippines joined an orientation / 
training / mentoring exercise that started in Chiang 
Mai, Thailand. They were invited to follow a 
capitalization approach and document and analyse 
their own work, working for a period of 3 to 4  
months with the support of colleagues, partners  
and the communities they were supporting. This 
resulted in a set of written documents and a movie 
script aimed at sharing their findings with wider 
audiences. Eleven of these find a place in this volume.
This set of documents from across South East Asia 
reveals the journeys followed to strengthen local 
communities to effectively chart the course of their 
own development. Readers will get to know the ups 
and downs and the main challenges which the 
different teams faced, and how they were addressed, 
along with some of the wonderful results that they 
achieved. These stories also point to the work that still 
needs to be done. Those who have been an integral 
part of each one of these experiences will confirm that 
there is a lot to learn from these stories – just as those 
who work with marginalised indigenous and ethnic 
communities in other regions or countries.
Local capacities for more effective 
development initiatives
A large number of the experiences documented 
focused on the need to build the capacity of local 
actors, community members or their groups for  
a variety of development-related purposes. In the 
Philippines, for instance, Local Interest Groups  
were formed to ensure the optimal use of the available 
“livelihoods enhancement funds”, using a community-
led and community-centered approach. In Laos, 
students and teachers became “local champions”, 
working together with government officials and 
representatives of women’s unions and village 
institutions to promote women’s empowerment.  
Two experiences from Vietnam share the difficulties 
and benefits of a community-centred and community-
led research as a complement to conventional 
initiatives, assessing existing development initiatives  
as well as designing new ones. 
Tools to improve project 
implementation
The next section starts with a case describing a 
participatory monitoring and evaluation process  
from the Philippines, supporting the execution of  
a variety of development initiatives. This approach  
not only allowed a close engagement with the intended 
beneficiaries; it also helped develop the skills for 
supporting specific technological innovations, 
marketing or finance mechanisms. With it, two cases, 
one from Cambodia and a second one from Vietnam, 
present the necessary tools for implementing projects 
that specifically focus on indigenous communities. 
The Cambodia project designed guidelines for social 
and environmental safeguards when distributing  
land to the poor and developing infrastructure for 
agriculture. Vietnam developed a comprehensive  
and wide ranging planning approach for project 
implementation. Several tools were part of this,  
and a large number of staff and community members 
were trained, leading to higher implementation rates  
and better financial management systems.
INTRODUCTION
Stronger communities improve development  
effectiveness in South East Asia
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Protecting Indigenous  
Peoples’ rights
Last, several stories point to the need for policies  
that support indigenous peoples – both in terms of 
their design and their implementation. One of the 
cases from Vietnam studied the policy environment 
meant to protect the rights of ethnic and indigenous 
women, and found that, after a ten-year period, the 
policy formulation process and its execution needs  
to integrate the women’s voices to ensure that their 
development needs are met. The Myanmar and  
India cases describe the experiences of building 
community awareness and capacities among 
indigenous people to negotiate with the government, 
and thus secure policies that protect their traditional 
rights on the use of natural resources and their right  
to a decent livelihood. The Malaysian story details 
how the tricky issue of citizenship is being tackled  
by training local youth in para-legal tasks, supporting 
those marginalised due to a lack of identity documents 
and citizenship papers. These cases show the 
importance of informing the policy process to  
improve development effectiveness. 
Shalini Kala 
Consultant for CTA, co-facilitator  
of the capitalization process 
E-mail: shalinikala@gmail.com
Above Drawing lessons and 
learning from each other in 
Chiang Mai, Thailand
I invite you to take a peek into these windows for some 
fascinating stories that continue to unfold important 
lessons for development practitioners all over. I am 
sure you will find something of use. Above all, I am 
sure you will enjoy going through these experiences.
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LIVELIHOOD INTEREST GROUPS 
FOR SUSTAINABLE INITIATIVES
Leonora K. Verzola
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The Second Cordillera Highland Agriculture Resource Management (CHARMP2) project is  
a seven-year initiative of the Philippines Department 
of Agriculture. It is being funded by IFAD and has  
five components, one of which is Agribusiness and 
Agriculture and Income Generating Activities 
(AAIGA). In this component the Livelihood 
Assistance Fund (LAF) plays a major role. This 
provides start-up capital to farmers groups to enable 
them to initiate group businesses. These funds are 
channeled through Community Financial Institutions 
(CFIs), mostly cooperatives, working in the project 
areas. Farmers are organised into Livelihood Interest 
Groups (LIGs) and assisted in developing business 
plans. They also receive training on specific aspects  
of business management such as production and 
processing techniques and business procedures 
including bookkeeping. Technical demonstrations, 
study visits and an introduction to Farmer Business 
Schools are also part of the capacity building process. 
Subsequently farmers groups are provided with starter 
kits, material inputs and equipment. 
The project has worked with more than 5,000 male 
and almost 12,000 female farmer members of 644 
LIGs. The total capital provided to these LIGs for 
group business activities reached US$ 1,200,000. 
After one year, the LIGs were required to repay the 
money they had received to their conduit CFIs. Their 
activities were then assessed and if they were found 
capable of managing the money they had received, 
these funds were returned to them so they could 
continue their group businesses. After a detailed 
assessment, it became clear that 94% of the LIGs  
had been able to repay the funds they had received. 
The same assessment also showed that the Livelihood 
Assistance Fund had resulted in the empowerment  
of more women, the establishment of more formally 
registered groups and an increase in the products 
being developed and traded in project sites.
Funds for new group businesses 
After LAF had been running for two years the team 
planned to see if the LIGs had had experiences that 
could be valuable in upscaling CHARMP2. In 2017, 
The Livelihood Assistance Fund (LAF) is a major intervention  
of the Second Cordillera Highland Agriculture Resource 
Management (CHARMP2) project – a seven-year initiative  
of the Philippines Department of Agriculture. After 7 years of 
implementation, CHARMP2 was extended for one year and 
upscaled for two more years. 
LAF provides start-up capital to farmer groups to enable them to 
initiate group businesses. After LAF had been running for two years 
the team planned to see if the Livelihood Interest Groups (LIGs) had 
had valuable experiences. Respondents were able to identify many 
strengths and weaknesses, demonstrating that LIGs were able to 
generate considerable experience in implementing their LAF-funded 
group businesses, and that these experiences could be used in 
upscaling CHARMP2 and similar livelihood projects.
Cover The Livelihood 
Assistance Fund (LAF) 
provided start-up capital  
to many farmers’ groups 
Right Members of the 
Livelihood Interest Groups 
(LIGs) joined a bookkeeping 
training session
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between August and November, a survey to  
generate this information was conducted in the 
province of Benguet, one of the six provinces covered  
by CHARMP2. Results would be used to improve  
the LAF implementation manual and business 
coaching guide.
A review of secondary data revealed that LAF had 
contributed to empowering women, to the growth and 
mainstreaming of rural institutions, and that it had 
stimulated the production and trade of rural products.
In Benguet, the survey covered 140 LIGs (with a total 
of 1,847 male and 5,347 female farmers) who had 
received P10,370,000 (US$ 207,400) as start-up capital 
for group businesses. After one year of implementing 
their group businesses, 139 LIGs were able to pay back 
these fund to their CFIs and subsequently four groups 
disbanded. This meant that funds could be returned  
to 135 LIGs so they could continue with group 
businesses. Sixty-four percent of these LIGs were 
interviewed for this survey. 
The first results showed that more women than men 
benefitted and were empowered for group businesses, 
proving that LAF was effective in reaching women.  
At the same time, the survey found more rural 
institutions had been organised and their capacities 
had been increased. LAF facilitated group formation 
in the project sites and more groups were organised, 
formally registered and given capacity support so they 









livestock and poultry (54)
vegetables
basic commodities (24)
fresh and processed root  
and tubercrops (9)
handicrafts (4)
coffee green beans, roasted 
and ground coffee (16)
other products, e.g. cutflowers, packaging 
materials, agricultural inputs etc.(12)
processed food products (7)
could undertake group businesses. In the province of 
Benguet, for example, 119 more formally-registered 
groups were added to the existing 16, representing  
an increase of 88%. Eighty-two of these groups were 
formally registered. The increased capacity and skills 
of these groups made them attractive partners for 
rural development activities.
In line with the LIG business plans and LAF support, 
a variety of products were developed (Figure 1). While 
most of these products came from pre-CHARMP2 
locations, production and trade had been enhanced 
through the project-supported group activities.  
Given their increased capacities, many LIGs are  
now actively participating in agri-fairs, meetings, 
workshops and trainings. They are becoming visible 
and are attracting support from government and 
non-government institutions in the form of training, 
equipment and buildings. 
LIG performance 
The sustainability of the LIGs and their business 
operations beyond CHARMP2 was assessed with  
a self-administered questionnaire. This focused on  
the general organisational and management steps 
taken, on policy systems and procedures, finance  
and financial management, marketing, production 
and processing operations as well as on linkages  
and networks.
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Table 1 shows that the LIGs varied in capacity.  
Fifteen percent rated themselves as very strong and 
scored high in all aspects of business operations – an 
indication that they were capable of managing their 
group businesses on their own, with good prospects  
for sustainability. On the other hand, 31% of the LIGs 
rated themselves as fair to weak, and felt they would 
need intense coaching in all areas of business 
operations. The question then is what was missing  
in their capabilities. 
The remaining 54% rated themselves as strong to 
moderate, with strong capacities where organisation 
and management policies, systems and procedures 
were concerned – including financial management 
and linkages. However, they needed more assistance  
in terms of production, processing and marketing. 
These findings revealed that while CHARMP2 was 
effective in terms of outreach, the majority of LIGs 
would continue to need technical assistance to ensure 
sustainability, and that two years of business coaching 
was not enough to ensure sustainability.
From a positive perspective, all LIGs, regardless  
of category, scored relatively high in terms of  
financial management. This indicates that LIGs have 
mechanisms that safeguard LAF, and that even weak 
LIGs are making an effort to keep their grant intact – 
indicating a strong sense of fund ownership.
Responses from the LIGs self-assessment showed  
that very strong LIGs cited the strict implementation 
of policies; the capable, committed and trusted officers; 
the updated and transparent financial records and the 
presence of linkages and networks with government 
and non-government agencies, as their strengths. 
These could be the attributes that contributed to  
their very strong performance. On the other hand,  
the characteristics of the fair to weak LIGs, such as 
laxity in policy implementation, inactive officers,  
poor business performance and poor record keeping, 
could be factors that contributed to poor performance 
in managing their LAF-funded businesses.
This all showed that it is important that farmers are 
involved in the process of formulating appropriate 
policies for their group businesses, and that all officers 
and members should be involved in the formulation  
of policies and in the process of improving them. 
Policies should be relevant and owned by officers and 
members for effective implementation. The leadership 
capacity of officers is also important because this will 
enable them to develop the competence, commitment 
and values they need to gain the trust of LIG members 
and generate the cooperation and teamwork which is 
essential for attaining group objectives. Transparency 
in financial transactions is also important in securing 
trust and cooperation. Hence skills in maintaining  
and updating financial records should be among the 
competencies dealt with to ensure the strengths needed 
for managing their livelihood activities.
Strengths and weaknesses
All LIG respondents, regardless of status, enumerated 
strengths and weaknesses in their business operations:
(a) Organisation and management. In terms  
of day-to-day management procedures, LIGs 
highlighted the knowledge, skills and attitude of 
officers, and the role this plays in terms of building 
trust and the good working relations that are necessary 
for organisational growth. The strengths mentioned 

































Very strong 13 9 15 30 10 10 10 84
Strong 26 8 12 25 8 8 8 69
Moderate 22 8 11 26 6 6 8 65
Fair 18 7 11 21 6 6 6 57
Weak 10 6 9 20 5 6 4 50
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by all LIGs are inter-related, and point to the good 
leadership capabilities of the officers in charge. 
Weaknesses cited included having officers who were 
absent during meetings, poor cooperative efforts and  
a general lack of skills, all of which directly relate to 
leadership incapacities. 
(b) Policies, systems and procedures. 
Operational policies, systems and procedures are 
important in guiding business operations. LIGs cited  
it as a strength when written policies and procedures 
agreed upon by members were strictly implemented. On 
the other hand, weaknesses cited included policies that 
had not been updated, laxity in policy implementation 
and, worst of all, the absence of policies. 
(c) Marketing. In terms of marketing, the strengths 
identified referred to the generation of sales and the 
establishment of market outlets and linkages. The most 
serious weaknesses included having demands that 
cannot be met because of lack of volume, the need for 
additional market outlets, the difficulties involved in 
selling produce and the presence of competition. Some 
LIGs involved in buying and selling various products 
saw it as a weakness that their members did not 
patronise the group’s business. This weakness could be 
overcome by providing information about the strength 
mentioned by other LIGs who are into the same 
business, provide patronage refunding and sell quality 
products at competitive prices to approachable sellers.
(d) Financial management. The strengths 
mentioned by LIGs in terms of financial management 
included good budgeting, transparent transactions, 
maintained and updated financial records, and the 
preparation of plans to use savings for other income 
generating activities. Logically, it was seen as a positive 
situation when businesses resulted in a regular income 
and there was a continuous build-up of capital. 
Weaknesses mentioned included insufficient funds,  
the continual need to look for funds, a lack of operating 
capital, difficulty in collecting loans from members 
and the lack of bookkeeping skills.
(e) Production operations. In terms of production, 
the strengths mentioned included the presence of a 
production-marketing schedule, business operation 
knowledge and skills, and the relevance of the business 
in the area of operation. Weaknesses included a lack of 
skills and poor equipment.
Left LIG performance was 
assessed with a self-
administered questionnaire, 
focusing on different criteria
As LIGs undertake various lines of 
businesses, cross learning among LIGs 
could facilitate a process of knowledge 
exchange among farmers.
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(f) Linkages and support systems. The strengths 
identified by LIGs in terms of the linkages and support 
received included the monitoring and technical 
assistance provided by LGU, the CHARMP2 staff  
and the CFIs. Linkages with other agencies were  
also important. One LIG mentioned the assistance  
of a church-based NGO in terms of record keeping. 
The linkage weaknesses referred to include the lack  
of technical assistance.
Innovations
It was also interesting to see that some LIGs carried 
out organisational, technological and marketing 
innovations to deal with the concerns and issues  
they faced. In terms of their own organisational 
procedures, for example, some mentioned the steps 
taken for the re-election of officers or for “delisting” 
inactive members, for conflict resolution and policy 
reviews and update. Others reported farmer-to-farmer 
knowledge and experience sharing initiatives, 
something that was done to enhance interactions 
among farmers. For instance, an ube (water yam) 
producers’ and consolidators’ group adapted a 
technique introduced by farmer participants during 
their Farmer Business School: how to delay the 
harvesting of ube tubers without affecting tuber yield 
and quality so that they could harvest during the lean 
months for higher prices. Another case concerned the 
transfer of organic farming technology where one  
LIG had adopted farmer-to-farmer coaching. Here, 
members who had more experience in organic 
farming were assigned to coach new recruits to hasten 
technology transfer so that the LIG could produce 
more products to meet the market demand.
In terms of marketing, LIGs involved in buying  
and selling bought quality products and sold these  
at competitive prices to encourage members and 
non-members in the community to prefer their 
products, despite the competition. They also provided 
members with a patronage refund. Other LIGs 
received business development services from their 
buyers and input suppliers. For example, one LIG  
was provided with free training in coffee harvesting 
and post-harvest techniques by its buyer to meet  
his requirements.
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
FAO and IICA and supported by IFAD.  
http://experience-capitalization.cta.int
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Eventually, LIGS were seen to be taking advantage  
of emerging business opportunities. Two LIGs 
included a crate rental as one of their business 
activities given the need that tomato farmers had 
packaging that would enable them to store and 
transport their produce. In addition, two LIGs shifted 
their business activity from hog fattening to cacti and 
succulents production because there was an increasing 
demand for these products. 
Conclusions
LIGs were able to generate considerable experience  
in implementing their LAF-funded group businesses, 
and these experiences could be used in upscaling 
CHARMP2 and similar livelihood projects. One  
year after their LAF grant had been returned, LIGs 
continue to function, even if with varying degrees of 
capability. Their capacities are affected by various 
factors, mostly related to leadership competence and 
transparency in financial transactions, but also by 
factors relating to production and marketing. 
As LIGs undertake various lines of businesses,  
cross learning among LIGs could facilitate a process  
of knowledge exchange among farmers. At the  
same time, linking LIGs with other government 
organisations and NGOs could also be a way  
of strengthening the sustainability of all LIG  
business activities.
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COLLECTING VILLAGERS 
PERSPECTIVES IN THE 
MEKONG DELTA 
Ly Duc Tai and Pham Quynh Trang
15 EXPERIENCE CAPITALIZATION Stronger communities in South East Asia
given it its unique culture. The Mekong Delta provides 
50% of the country’s paddy rice, as well as 55% of the 
fish and fruit produced. The amount of rice exported 
from the Mekong Delta in the last 40 years has helped 
Vietnam become the world’s top rice exporter.
Drastic changes
In order to promote rice growing for export, a large 
irrigation network was built in the Delta in the early 
2000s. The management of what is known as a “full 
dyke” network has been successful, and the region sees 
up to three harvests of rice per year. With an average 
yield of five tons per hectare, three crops per year 
brings an additional three million tons of paddy  
rice, equivalent to 1.5 million tons of white rice. 
However, in order to achieve these high yields,  
the region has paid a high price as this practice  
has depleted the very natural resources on which it 
depends. The dyke system prevents the deposition  
of beneficial sediments, and future sediment loads  
are now under threat. Growing a third rice crop has 
caused problems not only in terms of soil fertility, but 
also in terms of the availability and quality of water. 
Triple rice cropping has increased the use of pesticides 
and fertilisers and the water – now trapped in the field 
all year-round with only one month’s break – has been 
affected by chemical and organic pollution. This is 
The Mekong river is the 12th longest river in the world, and it flows nearly 5,000 km through six 
countries: China, Myanmar, Thailand, Lao PDR, 
Cambodia, and Vietnam. Its basin ranks second  
only to the Amazon river in terms of biodiversity.  
This biodiversity is fundamental to the viability of  
the natural resource-based rural livelihoods of the  
60 million people who live there.
The Mekong Delta includes 12 provinces and the 
municipal city of Can Tho, and covers an area of 
39,000 km2. The Delta is home to 18 million people. 
When it enters Vietnam, the Mekong river divides  
into two tributaries – the Mekong (or Tien) and the 
Bassac (or Hau). These two rivers provide the region 
with abundant water, sediment and aquatic resources 
through a vast maze of crisscrossing canals and streams 
that run over low-lying terrain. This characteristic has 
shaped all economic activities in the Delta, and has 
The Mekong Delta is a highly productive agricultural area and  
is vital to global food security, the Vietnamese economy and for 
sustaining the livelihoods of its 18 million residents. While the 
production of rice dominates agriculture in the Delta as a whole, 
some areas within it are well known for unique food products such 
as the fish coming from the flooded areas, the fruit from the middle 
alluvial area and the shrimps from the coast. The whole area, 
however, has changed drastically in the past twenty years. The 
project called “River food systems from villagers’ perspectives in  
the Mekong Delta”, implemented by WARECOD, a Vietnamese 
NGO and its partners, ran between 2015 and 2016. The team 
gathered local knowledge and conducted scientific research, 
looking in detail at the impact of the irrigation systems built since 
2000 and at the changes they have brought.
Cover Members of a Thai 
Baan research group were 
nominated by the local 
communities on the basis  
of their expertise in  
different fields 
Right Though successful,  
the dyke system prevents the 
deposition of sediments
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actors were committed to working with the local 
population to plan ways for reversing the process  
of environmental degradation. Scientific research 
conducted by experts from the Can Tho University 
was supplemented by four local knowledge research 
projects carried out at the grassroots level in Can Tho 
city and in the Bac Lieu province. 
The Thai Baan research process conducted by the 
project involved 15 villagers from each of the four 
communities in the different ecological areas of the 
Mekong Delta (see box). Local researchers were 
nominated by the local communities on the basis  
of their expertise in different fields. Equal gender 
representation was ensured from the onset of the 
project. The formation of women’s groups were 
facilitated by the existing local Women Unions.  
These research groups were assisted by WARECOD 
staff, advisors and volunteers during the whole  
project. Research was empirical and based on field 
observations and on the participation of local people. 
Group discussions were organised to ensure an 
accurate analysis. 
Results
Rice fields are important in the lifecycle of many  
wild fish and shrimps. They not only provide a habitat 
for adult fish but also a supportive breeding ground. 
Most wild fish in the Delta grow and mature in flooded 
rice fields, and the wild population has also been 
supplemented by fish that have escaped from 
aquaculture ponds as river levels rise. The scientific 
research carried out by the Can Tho University 
showed that, among other things, there has been a 
disturbance in fish habitats and breeding cycles, as 
well as a reduction in fish yields as a result of the 
irrigation systems.
As the flood season ends, the fish make their way  
from rice fields into canals and rivers. In the Mekong 
River Delta, communal fishing rights apply in the 
flood season to areas that are considered private 
property in the dry season. This remains the case, 
because the break times between the crops are too 
short for fresh straw to decompose. 
Water-related conflicts are now common in many 
communities as there is not enough of it for the third 
season (and also a result of climate change-induced 
drought). Soil degradation has also accelerated 
because nutrients exported from the field through  
the harvests of rice have not been fully compensated 
with the use of fertilisers. 
Working with the local population
WARECOD is a national organisation that has 
worked in the Mekong Delta for more than ten years. 
Its research into water, land and ecosystem issues 
shows that the only solution to the rapid degradation  
of paddy lands is to stop farmers growing three crops 
per year. WARECOD realises that while agriculture 
has been a driving force in the degradation of the local 
environment, it can also become the key to recovering 
these resources. 
With these ideas in mind, WARECOD started the 
“River food systems from villagers’ perspectives in the 
Mekong Delta” project. Two years were spent talking 
to farmers and to the local officials about the 
environmental impact of intensive paddy production. 
These findings were then disseminated for wider 
discussion. Partners in this project were the Can Tho 
University College of Aquaculture and Fisheries, 
members of different government agencies, and also 
representatives of other national organisations. All 
Thai Baan research
The process known as Thai Baan research has 
recently emerged as a counter-hegemonic approach 
to conventional forms of research. Its aim is to  
gain insights into the local knowledge and the 
interaction of local communities with their 
environment. Thai Baan also reflects the local 
people’s practical understanding of the complexity 
and dynamics of natural resources, the way these 
resources are used, and the economic situation of 
those who depend on them for their livelihoods. 
Thai Baan research is more than a conventional 
participatory research. Villagers are able to choose 
what they want to study, and the members of the 
research team are chosen by the communities. 
Local researchers collect data while carrying out 
their everyday agricultural, fishing and aquaculture 
activities, and when they are collecting plants and 
vegetables. Investigations are not separated from 
everyday practice.
Left One of the many group 
discussions organised to 
ensure an accurate analysis
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but as environmental and socio-economic conditions 
have changed considerably over the past few decades, 
people – especially the poor who are most dependent 
on the seasonal wild fish catch – now benefit less from 
this traditional arrangement.
This is because the irrigation systems prevent fish  
from moving into and breeding in the rice fields.  
The channeling of water through these systems  
has caused a significant reduction in the area of rice  
fields flooded during the wet season. In addition to the 
decline in natural fisheries there has been an increase 
in various socio-economic and environmental 
problems, including water pollution and water 
transportation difficulties.
Reports mention that the O Mon-Xa No irrigation 
system – a freshwater ecosystem – reported an annual 
decrease of between 9-10% in fishing yields. Research 
has also shown that since the development of the O 
Mon-Xa No irrigation system people in the city of Can 
Tho catch 60% of their fish in rivers. Thus, total fish 
production has declined by 35%. One of the reasons 
for the decline in fish populations is the surge in the use 
of farming inputs such as fertilisers. Runoff from the 
fields causes a build-up of agricultural chemicals in 
water which is trapped in locked canals between the 
cropping seasons. Residents see this as a clear reason 
for the decline in aquatic life.
There is also a reduction in the local biodiversity. 
Research shows that while the diversity of fresh-water 
fish species outside the irrigation systems was much 
richer (with 79 fish species), within the area inside the 
irrigation systems there are only 52 species. This has 
had a huge impact on the incomes of fishing 
communities and has indirectly increased the 
subsistence expenses of all households. 
Research reports also show that the most productive 
fishing season in the study area has become longer.  
As production dropped, fishermen – especially poor 
households whose main occupation is fishing – would 
prolong the fishing period, or buy different fishing 
gears such as electromagnetic pulse, chemicals and 
smaller mesh size catching nets, so as to increase 
fishing quantities. This has increased the pressure  
on the natural aquatic resources. 
More rice, but new problems
The results of the local knowledge research process 
show that before the year 2000 aquatic species were 
plentiful in the area. The effects of the dykes that were 
built, in combination with population growth, the use 
of electric fishing tools, environmental pollution and 
climate change, has severely reduced the number of 
local fish species.
Moreover, according to the local researchers, when 
farmers started to harvest rice three times per year,  
the amount of pesticides and fertilisers used for the 
Right Higher yields have 
come together with a reduction 
in the local biodiversity
WARECOD has shown that Thai Baan 
research is meaningful because villagers 
can take control over the process and 
“create” their own story.
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third crop increased almost three times, reaching a 
total of eight sprayings and 80 kg of fertiliser per 
hectare. Local people are aware that the triple rice 
crop has caused many problems. Soil degradation has 
been accelerated because nutrients exported from the 
field through rice harvests are not fully compensated 
for by fertilisers. The solution is a change to sustainable 
agriculture methods such as taking only a double rice 
crop, complementing them, for example, with fish or 
ducks and the cultivation of other cash crops. This 
would reduce the amount of pesticides, fertilisers and 
water used, and would result in the reduction of 
pollutants, the recovery of the affected land and  
water, and more secure incomes. 
WARECOD has been successful in creating a  
forum for local villagers and local authorities to  
discuss the pros and cons of the triple crop practice. 
Becoming aware of the problems, both farmers and 
the local governments started to raise their concerns, 
concluding that triple rice cropping inside the “full 
dyke” rings threatens long-term regional agricultural 
sustainability. As a result, both the local villagers and 
local authorities are now busy determining how the 
local agro-ecosystems can be sustained. 
Conclusions
The intensification of agriculture through 
unsustainable practices is eroding the natural  
resource base and overstretching the ecosystem 
services. As in other places in the world, the loss  
of agricultural biodiversity in the Mekong Delta  
poses long-term risks. The degradation of soil and 
water seriously compromises the ecosystem services 
and reduces the resilience of the local food systems  
and livelihoods.
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It is therefore necessary to conduct research on specific 
agricultural models, focusing on the sustainable 
management of water and land resources as a means 
to establish better ecosystems that can meet the food 
demands of the population, and ensure the economic 
sustainability of all communities. It is also necessary to 
organise dialogues between the local people, the local 
authorities, scientists and other related stakeholders, 
seeking the best way to balance the requirements of 
the ecosystem and the intensification of agriculture.
Scientific research and local knowledge research 
processes can work together. This combined approach 
can be useful in getting the perspectives of all 
stakeholders, and especially in ensuring the 
involvement of local people in dealing with social and 
environmental issues. WARECOD has shown that 
Thai Baan research is meaningful because villagers 
can take control over the process and “create” their 
own story on how they perceive and interact with their 
environment, and show how to coexist harmoniously 
with it. Thai Baan presents a concrete example of how 
villagers can use research to negotiate the imbalance 
in power relationships that exist in the process of 
knowledge production and development.
“I used to catch about 8kg of fish every day in the 
past. These fish are exchanged for other things such 
as sauces, rice and salt. The dyke led to a decrease 
in fish. It prevents the water natural flow and people 
use a lot of fertiliser nowadays. As a result, the 
fishing net was kept in the house rather than being 
used in the river.” 
Nguyen Van Nuong – Thoi Thanh village,  
Can Tho, Vietnam
BUILDING LOCAL  
CAPACITIES FOR  
WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT
Phouvanh Senkhamty
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The Gender Development Association (GDA) is a Lao non-profit 
organisation working to promote gender equality through the 
rule of law and good governance. It has been involved in 
protecting women and girls from gender-based violence  
and ensuring that civil society organisations and government 
agencies, at national and provincial levels, had access to 
relevant judicial procedures. Starting in 2015, it collected  
and analysed data on gender-based violence and traditional 
practices in the ethnic minority areas. As a result of this project, 
there was an increase in women’s access to information, their 
decision-making ability showed improvement, and their social 
security was boosted through livelihood strategies that facilitated 
their access to resources and employment.
group live in poverty, compared to nearly one  
in two in the Mon-Khmer, Hmong-Lu Mien  
and Sino-Tibetan groups. 
A training programme
The Gender Development Association (GDA) is a  
Lao non-profit organisation. Between 2015 and 2017  
it implemented a project to promote gender equality 
through the rule of law and good governance. It 
targeted the Lao capital Vientiane, as well as the 
Vientiane province. Building local capacity for 
women’s empowerment was one of the project’s 
successes in the Mad district, and involved Khmu, 
Hmong and Lao Tai multi ethnic groups in ten 
villages. Five hundred men and five hundred women 
were the direct beneficiaries. As a result of this  
project, there was an increase in women’s access to 
information, their decision-making ability showed 
improvement, and their social security was boosted 
through livelihood strategies that facilitated their 
access to resources and employment. 
The project collected and analysed data on  
gender-based violence and traditional practices  
in the ethnic minority areas. It was also involved in 
protecting women and girls from gender-based 
violence, and ensuring that civil society organisations 
and government agencies, at national and provincial 
The Peoples’ Republic of Laos – officially known  as Lao PDR – has started to narrow its gender 
disparities, but still lags behind many other countries 
in this respect. A key challenge for the government is 
to successfully manage development and poverty 
reduction efforts in ways that are inclusive, pro-poor 
and gender-responsive. 
The objectives of the Lao PDR’s National Strategy  
for the Advancement of Women 2011-2015 included 
ensuring all women can live in safe conditions, enjoy 
equality with men and achieve their full potential in 
politics, the economy and culture, as well as in social 
and family life. Increasing the understanding of 
gender equality was an important strategic element  
in the effort to enable more women to enter decision-
making positions, and to provide opportunities for 
women and girls from all ethnic groups to access 
health care, social services, education, training and 
employment. Social protection was also an important 
theme, and strengthening the National Committee for 
Advancement of Women (NCAW) was a major step in 
this direction. 
But despite progress, large differences in development 
levels, poverty and gender equality still exist among 
the different geographical areas and ethnic groups. 
Ethnicity correlates strongly with location factors,  
and is a major determinant of poverty. Only one in 
four members of the majority ethno-linguistic Lao-Tai 
Cover Drama acting by 
students from one of the 
selected schools in the Mad 
district
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respected village status, including many village chiefs. 
An analysis of the prevalent violence against women 
and children, as well as the role of village mediation 
units, were important elements in these training 
sessions. These sessions also gave participants the 
opportunity to practice how training sessions should 
be facilitated. 
Mad district officers trained the village authorities on 
issues that included the role of mediation units at the 
village and district level, international treaties and 
domestic mechanisms, and also looked at the existing 
laws and policies dealing with women’s rights. The  
role of the Women’s Union was also emphasised. 
Particular attention was given to the problems that 
might arise if mediation units could not handle specific 
issues. Participants subsequently developed plans for the 
gender training session they would hold in their village 
one month after the training-of-trainers programme. 
Secondary school teachers received training on gender 
and gender-based violence issues, as well as on the 
division of labour at a household level. In a practical 
training, they also saw how this could be extended 
within schools. At the same time, together with 
trainers from the provincial and district unions, 
teachers organised a training-of-trainers session in  
five selected schools.
As a result of the gender awareness sessions, community 
members saw the implications and effect of a gender-
based division of labour. Discussions led to a better 
understanding of the roles men and women could play 
in every household. 
A further awareness raising activity involved teachers, 
adding the gender issue to the curriculum followed by 
students at five schools. This took place in the Mad 
district and emphasised the importance of 
understanding gender based-violence, sex and equal 
rights. After the training, the students were coached by 
their teachers as they prepared work plans detailing 
how to disseminate this information to other students 
and people in their communities. 
The students from these five schools used the information 
they had received to develop drama shows for the local 
community. Those who had participated in the shows 
said they gained a better understanding of the general 
situation, and of the risks women (and children) face. 
These drama shows were particularly important for 
villagers who could not speak Lao – especially the 
Khmu and Hmong. 
Educational and communication materials were 
produced and disseminated for use amongst the  
staff of the National Protected Areas (NPAs) and by 
government counterparts. Posters describing the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
levels, had access to relevant judicial procedures. 
Teachers, students and other stakeholders were given 
training on gender-based violence, and materials were 
produced and distributed to non-profit organisations 
and government counterparts. Training sessions were 
monitored and evaluated. 
GDA provided training on gender research 
methodology, analysis, interviewing and reporting, 
and a questionnaire was developed and tested in 
different villages. Particular emphasis was placed  
on how to collect data on gender-sensitive issues,  
and on how to create situations where women  
would be prepared to speak to outsiders. 
GDA ran a gender equality baseline survey among  
the different ethnic groups, and a participatory rural 
appraisal (PRA) helped understand the general 
situation in the villages of Namhan, Samakhisay, 
Sysaattai, Namon, Nonsavard, Nayap, Nampou, 
Namfeung, Nangueive and Nadorkkhoun. Different 
village Women’s Unions, as well as representatives of 
the district and province unions, and counterparts of 
the Sub-Committee for the Advancement of Women, 
were trained with the aim of developing participants’ 
capacity to identify and monitor gender issues. Gender 
training was also given to those with a specific and 
# Schools Gender Total
Male Female
1 Mouang Mad high school 151 147 298
2 Nakangpa high school 243 160 403
3 Mouagkhi high school 147 174 321
4 Nadee secondary school 80 58 138
5 Numpan secondary school 155 104 259
 Total: 776 643 1,419
Table 1. Number of students attending drama shows
Above Participants had the 
opportunity to practice how  
to facilitate the training 
sessions themselves
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Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) were 
provided and shared, as well as CDs with thematic 
songs. A drama contest was also important in 
enhancing the capacity of local women, and the 
project also developed a DVD that could be used  
for training and campaign purposes. 
Challenges
There are many challenges when it comes to the  
issue of empowering women. Changing the attitudes  
of district officers, as well as those of women and men 
in the target villages, requires time as well as different 
“push factors”. Further complications include the  
fact that many ethnic women have limited access to 
education and trustworthy sources of information. 
Language barriers also have to be taken into 
consideration. 
Natural disasters such as drought, flash floods and 
landslides affect the livelihoods of communities who rely 
on agriculture, and have to be taken into consideration 
when planning training sessions. Community members 
also have little time to participate in training courses 
during the planting season. Meetings can take place 
only once a month – on the full moon day which is 
considered to be a holiday for both men and women. 
Poor roads and a lack of infrastructure makes 
coordination between the local government 
authorities, the communities and the Gender 
Development Association difficult, and means that 
more time is needed to prepare, monitor and report 
activities. Time is also needed to organise project 
activities and build up a feeling of ownership  
among communities and local authorities.
On the other hand, villagers found it difficult, and 
sometimes confusing, to give information on gender 
equality and violence towards women. Given the fact 
that under the customary division of labour it is the 
man who is involved in all community affairs, it  
was a challenge to get the women’s views on gender 
inequality and the violence they experience. 
Impact
The project review indicated that twenty teachers  
and fifty secondary schools students had become  
peer educators and “gender focal points”. They are 
now able to transfer the knowledge they have gained to 
their peers. In addition, the project evaluation showed 
that the livelihoods of the target communities have 
improved, and that villagers have a better understanding 
of the importance of gender equality, leading to 
workloads being shared between men and women. 
There is a significant reduction in family violence. 
In the project review, the district representative 
reported that many men and women are now  
more aware of the laws regulating the protection  
of women. More village women are able to speak  
out during meetings and negotiations, and more  
men are assisting women with household chores.  
This has given women the opportunity to become 
village leaders and participate in meetings inside  
and outside their village. In addition, violence against 
women seems to have decreased. The village chief  
of Numfeung, for example, observed that violence 
against women and children in his village has  
fallen by 80%. 
Recognition of the rights of women has increased,  
and the fact that many women have now been elected 
to the position of chief or vice-chief in their village 
confirms this development. The Mad district’s  
Vice Governor drew attention to the villages of 
Nadorkkhoud and Nangiew, where two women were 
elected as vice-chiefs, to show that women can now 
become leaders. The village gender focal points and 
village mediation units have also led to women  
helping solve family problems and conflicts.
Above Interviewing villagers 
in the Mad district and  
then sharing the main 
observations made
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It is clear that the engagement of many stakeholders  
at a provincial, district and village level is needed to 
extend knowledge on gender equality and rights to 
others, and promote the practice of gender equality.  
A concrete example of this at a policy level is the way 
in which the Vice Governor of the Mad district and 
other authorities have included these issues in the 
district’s strategic socio-economic development plan. 
The elements they have included are directly related  
to what they learned during their training sessions.
Conclusions
Before the implementation of this project, gender 
inequality, violence against women, and their inability 
to access justice were prevalent in the target 
communities. Now it is possible to say that attitudes 
and practices with respect to gender have changed 
significantly. Women’s rights have improved and they 
receive the recognition needed to enable them to play 
leading roles in their communities. 
In addition, gender issues have now been 
mainstreamed and are part of the local government’s 
social and economic development plans. However, 
despite these positive results, many traditional and 
cultural practices remain, particularly among ethnic 
groups, many of whom are disadvantageous to 
women. There is still a lot of work to do. It is therefore 
positive that the training programme included 
practical advice on how to extend and sustain all 
activities. After the village focal persons had developed 
their plans, the district team planned a set of follow up 
and support steps.
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to be very effective among 
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MEASURING THE IMPACT OF  
A NEW CONSERVATION AREA 
ON THE LOCAL LIVELIHOODS 
Nguyen Ngoc Khac
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authorities have not developed policies or  
interventions that can help communities adapt to  
the new situation. WARECOD’s key objective has 
been to support villagers in researching into their 
problems and to help them document the  
difficulties they faced. 
Starting in 2015, all households were involved  
in a process that included designing research 
questions, discussing specific techniques, and  
making presentations. The topics the group selected  
to study each month included the history of their 
village, an analysis of current socio-economic 
conditions, the impact of the SHCA on their 
livelihoods and their access to and control over  
natural resources. The team followed the Thai Baan 
methodology, as one that emphasises the key role of 
local researchers considering that no one understands 
their area as well as they do. The project staff acted as 
facilitators who encouraged local researchers to 
document their knowledge with participatory tools. 
Maps, tables, games and photos were used to illustrate 
emerging issues. Visual elements were an important 
part of this process, and pictures capturing the illegal 
harvesting of timber and non-timber products were 
used to raise local awareness. WARECOD provided 
local researchers with a camera and showed them how 
to use it effectively. How pictures can be interpreted 
and how stories can be written in ways that generate 
impact was also discussed in detail. 
In Vietnam’s northern province of Ha Giang, the Khau Ca forest is home to the largest population of 
Tonkin snub-nosed (TSN) monkeys in the world. This 
1000-hectare area is dominated by a lower montane 
evergreen limestone forest, and is one of the most 
pristine and intact examples of this rare forest type 
remaining in Vietnam. In addition to the TSN  
monkey, researchers have identified 16 animal and  
29 plant species that are recognised as nationally or 
globally rare, and threatened. Protecting the Khau Ca 
forest is the best way to ensure the long-term survival 
of the TSN monkey and countless other rare species. 
The Khau Ca Species and Habitat Conservation  
Area (SHCA) was established in 2009 and covers  
three communes. Six ethnic groups live in this area. 
The village of Phia Deng is located in the conservation 
area buffer zone, with fifteen households located close 
together totalling 37 men and 33 women. Agricultural 
production consists of rice, maize and cassava, and 
villagers also breed cattle and poultry. Production is 
mainly for household use. The village has no school  
or community centre, and it is difficult to reach it, 
especially during the rains. 
Since the establishment of the SHCA, Phia Deng 
villagers have had to deal with land shortages, a  
lack of space for livestock breeding and crop 
production, as well as the outbreak of epidemics. 
Although livelihoods have become unstable, local 
The Centre for Water Resources Conservation and Development 
(WARECOD) is a non-governmental organisation working to promote  
the sustainable use of Vietnam’s water resources. Its goal is to improve  
the livelihoods of river-dependent communities, encourage the sustainable 
use of the rivers and expose harmful development projects such as poorly 
planned dams. WARECOD was established in 2006 under the auspice  
of the Vietnam Union of Science and Technology Association (VUSTA). 
During the past few years, WARECOD implemented a research project 
to assess the impact of the newly established Khau Ca Species and 
Habitat Conservation Area (SHCA) on the local livelihoods. This would 
help local authorities recognise the constraints the local communities have 
been facing after the establishment of the conservation area, and help 
them develop policies that promote alternative livelihood models. It will 
also help designing and implementing activities that increase community 
awareness about the importance of protecting and conserving nature. 
Cover Villagers have  
seen changes since the 
establishment of the SHCA. 
This is one of the images 
taken by local researchers  
and used to discuss the  
impact in their communities 
and livelihoods
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The surveys showed that young villagers rarely go  
out to work because they are busy at home. Almost  
all households in Phia Den rely on agriculture and 
cultivate paddy rice, maize, peanuts and vegetables  
as well as raising chickens, ducks, buffalos and cows. 
Yet villagers could not describe the size of their land  
in terms of square meters, even if they all knew how 
much seed was needed. WARECOD converted the 
amount of seed that would be used per hectare to 
establish how much land households were using to 
cultivate paddy. This showed that eleven households 
had less than 5,000 m2. Most villagers also engaged  
in fishing and forestry activities.
Because of poor irrigation facilities in this 
mountainous area, agriculture is mostly rainfed. 
Crops are normally sown in May and harvested in 
October or November. If the rains are late or there is  
a drought, villagers change their crop calendar and 
harvest at the end of the year. They use local paddy 
seeds that are resistant to drought and diseases. 
Currently, nine households have paddy lands inside 
the protected area and twelve are growing maize and 
cassava there. Research showed that every Phia Deng 
household has between three or four buffaloes or cows 
that they use for ploughing. Only four households keep 
goats. The establishment of the conservation area has 
meant that there are no longer pastures near the 
villages, and animals now graze on the paddy fields. 
The impact of the SHCA
Before the SHCA, villagers invested time and money 
growing crops on terraced fields. But now most village 
rice fields fall within the protected area, and are 
surrounded by trees and grass. Yields have fallen 
because there is not enough sunshine and heat for  
The process was mainly carried out in Phia Deng, 
although neighbouring villages were also approached 
to provide additional information. WARECOD 
organised workshops to share research findings with 
the local authorities and helped villagers present a 
photovoice exhibition. 
Collecting information
Between 2015-2016, nine men and six women 
conducted a survey of all Phia Deng households.  
As the village is far from the centre of the commune, 
village women were shy about talking to outsiders. 
Language was also a barrier, especially when talking 
to older villagers. In nine households respondents  
were between 25 and 35 years old, while in the others 
households ages ranged between 35 and 45 years.  
The education level of villagers was low: 73.7% had 
completed primary school and only four had attended 
secondary school. They all said that poverty was the 
main reason why families were unable to send their 
children to school. 
The Thai Baan research method 
increased the capacity of village 
researchers and gave them a more 
objective insight into daily village life.
Left Farmers are not able  
to increase the size of their 
plots, so they have become 
more productive
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the rice to grow and develop. Villagers who sow paddy 
seeds before transplanting them see an increasing 
number of forest animals – civets, squirrels and mice –  
eating these seeds, and new ones have to be bought. 
Those producing rice and maize do not know how to 
stop these animals destroying and nesting in their 
fields. On the other hand, village men used to hunt 
and trap animals and birds in the forest before the 
establishment of the SHCA, but because this is no 
longer permitted they dedicate more time to farming. 
An indirect benefit of the conservation area has been 
that it helped villagers become more proactive. As they 
are not allowed to increase the size of their plots, they 
have tried to be more productive. A general difficulty 
is that they now face water shortages and have to store 
water because their fields are not near water sources. 
Before the SHCA, collecting non-timber products 
from the forest helped villagers, especially women,  
to diversify their incomes. This has now drastically 
declined because there is more shade, and also  
because of the destruction caused by the growing 
number of wild animals. Villagers who spent 10-15 
days collecting Phrynium placentarium, for example, 
could collect as much as they wanted and could expect 
a return of up to US$ 300. Now they are only able to 
collect it once a year, and yields and returns have fallen 
significantly. One non-timber product that continues 
to grow well in the wild forest is bamboo. Villagers are 
still able to collect shoots and exchange them for food 
products at the commune market. 
Group discussions revealed that villagers do not  
feel their culture has been negatively affected by the 
establishment of the Khau Ca SHCA, although they 
all recognised that community relations have been 
affected. Villagers in Phia Deng have always had 
strong bonds, and when decisions had to be made 
these were discussed during meetings organised by  
the village head. Villagers also worked together to 
improve conditions in their community – an example 
being the 2 km road built without any mechanical 
equipment so products could be brought to market. 
However, the reduced amount of non-timber forest 
products has had a negative impact on village 
solidarity. Villagers who used to collect non-timber 
products together now do so on their own so that  
they can collect as much as possible. 
What do you do to protect Khau Ca SHCA? Households Percentage
Do not cut the trees and trap animals in Khau Ca 18 100.0%
Do not extend agriculture into Khau Ca SHCA 10 55.6%
Communicate with other communes about Khau Ca SHCA protection 8 44.4%
How do you contribute to protecting Khau Ca SHCA?
Participate in the forest monitoring group 10 55.6%
Monitor illegal activities together with Khau Ca SHCA 18 100.0%
Enhance communication on Khau Ca protection in the village 8 44.4%
Total 18
Table 1. Local villagers’ contribution to Khau Ca SHCA protection
Right Group discussions 
helped villagers identify  
the main changes, and also 
see those aspects where the 
establishment of the Khau Ca 
SHC had little impact
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the objective of stimulating policies that will help 
districts develop sustainable forest-based livelihoods.
Applying the Thai Baan research method helped  
the project identify the negative and positive impacts 
of the Khau Ca conservation area on the local 
livelihoods. Research findings indicate a reduction in 
the yields of rice, while pest outbreaks and attacks by 
wild forest animals have increased. Villagers have less 
land for raising cattle and chicken, and incomes from 
non-timber products have declined. Further, conflicts 
among community members have become common 
due to the increasing competition for the smaller 
amounts of non-timber products available. But at the 
same time, all interviewees said they would no longer 
come into the forest to cut down trees, trap animals or 
extend agriculture activities, as they all understood the 
Improved local capacity and 
awareness 
The Thai Baan research method increased the 
capacity of village researchers and gave them a  
more objective insight into daily village life. Phia Deng 
villagers have become more confident, proactive and 
responsible for their own community. The men  
and women involved feel their capacities have been 
enhanced and they are willing to share the negative 
impacts of the Khau Ca SHCA and discuss the role 
and importance of nature conservation. 
Some of the ideas that emerged from the discussions 
held with different Phia Deng households are 
summarised in Table 1 (previous page). These findings 
are now being discussed with the local authorities with 
Research has shown that if villagers are 
given the opportunity to benefit from the 
existing biodiversity they may be more 
prepared to resist external threats.
Left The participatory 
approach helped build trust 
among all those involved
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importance of nature conservation. The project has 
also helped project officers understand the constraints 
and advantages faced by communities who depend  
on the natural resources within conservation zones. 
The participatory approach built trust among all  
those involved, and the fact that the project staff  
stayed in the village and learned more about village 
life, its culture and problems, made villagers more 
willing to share their thoughts and problems with 
outsiders. Project staff also became more confident 
about working with different ethnic minority groups. 
WARECOD realised that in order to do good 
conservation work at a community level it is very 
important to have detailed discussions with all 
community members from the beginning of the 
project. This made it possible to assess how villagers 
understood their role and the relevance of 
conservation to their lives. Networking between 
communities was also seen as an important step for 
stimulating discussions about conservation. 
It also became clear that when villagers know that 
other economic activities can boost their income  
they are more likely to protect the natural resources. 
Local authorities, therefore, must design policies  
and programmes that support village incomes.
Developing stronger linkages 
In the early 1990s, conservationists began to develop 
new approaches to meet economic well-being and 
conservation needs. Strategies were developed to 
strengthen the relationship between biodiversity  
and the local livelihoods. Research has shown that  
if villagers are given the opportunity to benefit from  
the existing biodiversity they may be more prepared  
to resist external threats. Conservationists might, for 
example, help local communities set up non-timber 
forest product enterprises. 
Following this research, WARECOD reviewed 
documents relevant to livelihood and conservation 
issues to identify approaches that might be applicable 
to the Phia Deng situation. This showed that
• microcredit can enable people to invest in  
the start-up phase of new livelihood projects. 
Currently, the Vietnam government has many  
loan programmes for the poor and for rural people. 
Organisations such as farmers unions and women 
unions are responsible for monitoring these  
loans which can be used for livestock production. 
Monitoring ensures loans are used for stated 
objectives and paid back on time;
• poor infrastructure makes it difficult for villagers  
to transport their agricultural and non-timber 
products to commune centres, towns and  
others villagers; 
• a shortage of space and limited food for livestock 
production emphasises the importance of animals 
that can be bred in such situations like local pigs, 
goats and chickens. Villagers can feed these animals 
with locally produced rice, maize and cassava. 
Livestock development will reduce the pressure  
on land and the exploitation of the forest; 
• all village households currently cultivate land inside 
the Khau Ca SHCA. Training is important so that 
they follow national conservation laws and 
regulations.
WARECOD initially focused on the impact of the 
Khau Ca SHCA on local livelihoods. Now there is  
a need to consider how local people can be helped to 
find alternative livelihoods. Villagers have ideas on 
how their livelihoods can be strengthened, but more 
discussion is needed. These have been the first steps  
of a process that needs to continue.
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
FAO and IICA and supported by IFAD.  
http://experience-capitalization.cta.int
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THE BENEFITS OF A 
DEVELOPMENT PLANNING 
TOOL FOR PROJECT 
IMPLEMENTATION
Nguyen Anh Quoc
33 EXPERIENCE CAPITALIZATION Stronger communities in South East Asia
The province of Quang Binh lies in the central  region of Vietnam, with a coastline of more than 
100 km. The province covers some 800,000 hectares 
and hilly and mountainous countryside accounts for 
85% of the total area. The western part of the province 
consists of mountains that range from 1,000 to  
1,500 m in height. Lowland areas are narrow, with a 
small amount of land suitable for rice cultivation and 
where agricultural and forest land is separated by 
many steep and swiftly-flowing streams and rivers  
that can suddenly flood. The people of Quang Binh 
live in 40 coastal communes, 57 lowland/midland 
communes and 62 highland communes. Most local 
residents are Kinh people, and the main ethnic groups 
are Bru-VanKieu and Chut. Out of a total of 850,000 
persons, 85.5% live in the rural areas. 
In the period between 2006 and 2010, the average 
annual economic growth rate in the province  
was 10.56%, and GDP per capita was 54% of the 
Vietnamese national average. In recent years,  
the province has made considerable efforts to  
mobilise resources for investment in socio-economic 
development. However, Quang Binh is still one of  
the poorer provinces, and floods, storms and droughts 
increase vulnerability and make it more difficult to 
improve agricultural incomes, stimulate socio-
economic development, and reduce poverty.
The Decentralised Programme for Rural Poverty 
Reduction, or DPPR, ran successfully in Quang Binh 
between 2005 and 2011. However, in the final phase  
of the implementation process, the project encountered 
some challenges. Not many enterprises and cooperatives 
were able to do business with farmers, especially with 
poor households. In addition, the market-oriented 
socio-economic planning processes that were 
promoted were not completed. 
The province was also confronted by the lack of funds 
to successfully replicate the development model tried 
by DPPR in more households, villages and communes. 
At the same time, even though the province achieved  
a lot in terms of poverty reduction, it still faced the risk 
of natural disasters. Prolonged drought and two big 
floods in 2010 significantly reduced productivity, 
destroying many houses and public works. A further 
challenge was the fact that many villagers found it 
difficult to travel and to engage in trade, largely as  
a result of the limited infrastructure and facilities  
in the province. 
Another challenge, however, was one which is also 
found in many other parts of the country. Many 
development projects and programmes in Vietnam, 
such as the GTZ-funded Integrated Food Security 
Project, have been applying different kinds of planning 
tools. Provinces like Ha Giang, Cao Bang, Bac Kan, 
Since the start of its socialist-oriented market economy programme 25 years  
ago, the Vietnamese economy has made outstanding progress. Socio-
economic planning activities, and monitoring and evaluation at various levels, 
have been especially important components, organised as part of a 
“Socio-Economic Development Planning” (SEDP) process. However, how to 
elaborate an SEDP process that is realistic and practical, and incorporates 
market as well stakeholder participation, is a question that still has to be 
solved. The holistic “Market-oriented Socio-Economic Development Planning” 
(MoSEDP) approach was designed to cover the whole process with a set of 
tools, guidelines, tables, forms and samples that would help stakeholders, and 
particularly the members of the Vietnamese Communal People’s Committee, 
build their annual communal socio-economic development plans. Hundreds of 
provincial, district, communal and village level staff have now been trained in 
MoSEDP. In turn, they have run hundreds of training courses for other staff and 
facilitated a large number of meetings. 
Cover Agricultural production 
faces many challenges. One  
of the major ones is frequent 
occurrence of floods, storms 
and droughts. Villagers find  
it difficult to travel and engage 
in trade, largely as a result  
of the limited infrastructure 
and facilities
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A manual guiding a communal-level MoSEDP was 
promulgated in 2016 by the Quang Binh PPC. The 
idea was that if the remaining 62 provinces and central 
cities would apply the tool and promulgate the relevant 
decision, the Ministry of Planning and Investment 
would have a base for preparing a national policy to 
further its promulgation. This would mean that more 
than 10,000 communes, wards and towns could use 
the comprehensive MoSEDP tool for their annual  
and medium term planning process. 
Interventions aimed at enabling a provincial socio-
economic development planning process to become 
holistic, participatory, climate smart and market 
oriented could then draw on the prescriptions of  
the MoSEDP process that was tried in a number  
of communes in the project area. This required 
providing technical assistance for training trainers  
in MoSEDP at a provincial, district and communal 
level. The aim of these interventions was to improve 
the management, planning, coordination and the 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) skills of government 
staff, particularly at the commune and district levels. 
Another goal was that Village Management Boards 
would help strengthen the MoSEDP process and that 
funds would be channelled into the MoSEDP to 
strengthen women’s participation. 
Achievements 
SRDP’s financial support helped train 529  
communal-level MoSEDP trainers between  
2014-2017. In addition, 1,102 communal MoSEDP 
members were trained as trainers in the same period. 
They are now a core resource for the Provincial 
Peoples Committees. They have been in charge of 
many capacity building courses given to local 
authorities and village representatives, with a total  
of 5,300 trainees. The number of participants in the 
different training workshops increased from slightly 
more than 10,000 in 2014 to almost 40,000 in 2017. 
More specifically, the results have been seen in 
different ways:
(a) A higher implementation rate. Many 
activities can be planned or outlined in a SEDP 
exercise. However, the efficiency of a plan is based on 
the percentage of implemented activities, rather than 
on planned activities. The MoSEDP tool was designed 
to be used at the beginning of a project because it was 
supposed to lead to a more feasible SEDP, helping 
increase the percentage of implemented activities.
On the basis of the approved SEDPs for every year, 
about 300 collaborating groups have been co-financed 
for their Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) mini-
projects. Fifty of these projects deal with cattle, 60 with 
Tuyen Quang, Hoa Binh and Nghe An, have been 
trying out various planning tools for many years, such 
as the Village Commune Development Approach 
(VDP/CDP) or the Local Participatory Planning 
Process. These were intended not only to support 
project objectives, but also to demonstrate to the 
Vietnamese authorities that a specific planning tool 
could be used with particular groups and was efficient 
enough to be institutionalised. The Ministry of 
Planning and Investment (MPI) was expected to  
issue a tentative policy for officially applying these 
tools in the country. However, no policy has yet  
been formulated. 
Faced with these different challenges, the Provincial 
People’s Committee (PPC) for Quang Binh proposed 
implementing a new initiative: the Sustainable Rural 
Development for the Poor programme, SRDP.  
This would be funded by the International Fund  
for Agricultural Development, IFAD, and focus on  
a market-oriented development planning process. 
A comprehensive planning tool
Since 2014, SRDP proposed using the Market-
orientated Socio-Economic Development Planning 
(MoSEDP) tool in 40 communes. MoSEDP was 
designed to cover a complete planning process, and it 
included tools, detailed guidelines, tables, forms and 
samples that would help stakeholders, and particularly 
staff related to the Vietnamese Communal People’s 
Committee, build their annual socio-economic 
development plans. Between 2015-2016 it was 
launched in 63 communes and a year later in 159 
communes, wards and towns throughout the whole 
province. The idea was that after about 15 days of 
work, each commune should have developed its own 
plan. This was then to be approved and stamped by 
the CPC and submitted to the Ministry of Planning 
and Investment (DPI). 
Left Results have shown that, 
by using MoSEDP as a 
planning tool, communities 
have been able to secure more 
resources for development
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chickens, 20 with rice, 30 with peanuts, 50 with  
maize, 30 with acacia, 40 with honey and 20 with 
bamboo weaving. Fifty percent of the total investment 
cost of each mini-project provided by SRDP, and  
50% comes from the CGs themselves. The total 
investment capital is estimated to reach a total of  
US$ 7,000,000, of which local contributions account 
for more than half. 
(b) Improved production and financial 
management. In 2017, the mid-term MoSEDP  
tool for the period 2018-2020 was applied as a pilot in 
all 159 communes, wards and towns – a process which 
helped elaborate 159 SEDPs. This showed a clearer 
trend towards public investments at the lowest local 
level. It provided a better view of the public financial 
resources available for the communal SEDPs, relying 
on the fact that communities put more trust in the 
authorities, and contribute more resources for general 
communal development themselves. In addition, 
small-and medium-scale enterprises, cooperatives  
and collaborative groups gained an overall perspective 
which can help them build their own development plans. 
Since 2014, through the annual SEDPs for communes, 
several small-and medium-scale enterprises (SME) 
have approached the authorities, expressing their 
interest in the development of specific value chains. 
Public-private partnership projects (PPP) have been 
focusing on the cattle, chicken, peanut, acacia and 
bamboo weaving value chains, with companies such 
as Cat Ngoc, Hai Duong, Binh Duong and Nam Viet 
working together with the Quang Phuong cooperative. 
The total investment capital for these projects was 
estimated at approximately US$ 2,000,000, of which 
50% came from the SRDP and the remainder from 
small and medium scale enterprises and the cooperative. 
In commune after commune, the MoSEDPs take 
place every year, and they cost less as there is now  
a longer planning frame. The annual MoSEDP  
just needs to screen the plan for the current year  
and develop a plan for the following year. Using 
experimental mid-term software, the planned budget 
can be distributed over 2018, 2019 and 2020.
(c) Improved planning tools. In 2017, SRDP 
applied the mid-term and annual MoSEDP software 
for the first time in 40 project communes and 159 
other communes, wards and towns in the province.  
As a result, planning staff were able to shorten the  
time needed for preparing the mid-term and annual 
SEDPs from one week to two days. The software is 
based on the Microsoft Excel programme. It is cheap, 
easy to use and easy to adjust. Simple formulas can 
also be added, making it a very useful medium-term 
planning tool.
During the first half of 2018, with support from  
SRDP, a consultant continued improving the software, 
ensuring that it can be easily used in communes 
despite differences in geography, ethnicity, the 
economy, social structures and development levels. 
The success of MoSEDP at communal 
level suggests it will soon be scaled  
up as an official planning tool for  
the whole country.
Right The participation of 
different provincial agencies 
played an important role in 
the implementation of the 
MoSEDP campaigns
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Conclusions
The participation of different provincial agencies, 
district administrative divisions and administrative 
communal sectors played an important role in 
directing, supporting, promoting and implementing 
the MoSEDP campaigns. Many social groups have 
heard and learned about it, and also joined the 
process. Hundreds of MoSEDP local trainers are 
playing a key role.
Initial financial support was crucial for these campaigns. 
Capacity building is an expensive effort, but all trainees 
can train many others, and provide support during  
a longer period of time. The success of MoSEDP at 
communal level suggests it will soon be scaled up as  
an official planning tool for the whole country.
The consultant will also be hired to combine the 
mid-term and annual MoSEDP software into one 
software package. The software is an advanced tool 
that can help scale-up MoSEDP within the Ministry 
of Planning and Investment. 
(d) Improved local policy. In 2008, Decision No. 
1309/QĐ-UBND was issued by the Quang Binh 
Provincial Peoples Committee promulgating the 
Process of Communal Participatory Socio-Economic 
Development Planning. This was designed to enforce 
the involvement and participation of a community 
during rural appraisals, and to elaborate the so-called 
“village development planning” processes, or VDPs. 
In 2016, the same Committee issued a new decision 
enforcing the application of the Manual on 
Communal Market-oriented Socio-Economic 
Development Planning. This is a detailed manual  
with formats and samples, and tools for identifying 
market-oriented and climate-smart value chains.  
This decision confirmed the local authority’s interest 
in scaling up MoSEDP.
Growth trends show that communities are more 
involved in MoSEDP, and that by using it as a 
planning tool they have been able to secure more 
resources for development. In almost every region  
of Vietnam there is at least one province that has 
applied MoSEDP as an annual communal planning 
tool. It has been recommended that the Ministry  
of Planning and Investment conduct a series of 
workshops to consolidate the process, presenting  
the experience gained in different regions in a 
comprehensive booklet.
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
FAO and IICA and supported by IFAD.  
http://experience-capitalization.cta.int
Country: Vietnam 
Region: South East Asia 
Date: November 2017 
Keywords: Planning; M&E;  
development policies
Nguyen Anh Quoc works as  
Project Coordinator; Improving the 
Resilience of Vulnerable Coastal 
Communities to Climate Change-
related Impacts in Viet Nam. This 
project is funded by the Green 
Climate Fund through UNDP. 
E-mail: quoc72@gmail.com
Above In almost every region 
of Vietnam there is at least 
one province that has applied 
MoSEDP as an annual 
communal planning tool,  
and the results are now  
clearly visible
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PARTICIPATORY MONITORING 
AND EVALUATION IN RURAL 
DEVELOPMENT: CAPITALIZING 
ON THE CHARM2 EXPERIENCE
Cecil B. Capegsan
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Organising the BPMETs
While the monitoring structures of both the National 
Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) and 
the Local Government Units (LGUs) are formal  
and implemented by salaried government staff and 
officials, BPMET members are volunteers. They are 
identified at the beginning of a specific project, usually 
during a barangay meeting, when the concept of 
participatory M&E is introduced and discussed. Roles 
and functions are explained and those prepared to 
take on this responsibility take an oath in front of the 
community to faithfully carry out their responsibilities.
Those involved are then introduced to contractors  
and workers during the pre-bid and pre-construction 
conference. Some barangays passed resolutions 
recognizing the BPMETs and this proved important 
when contractors and workers were not prepared to 
accept their involvement. While BPMETs were 
specifically organised to monitor CHARM projects, 
they were directly responsible to the community and 
peoples’ organisations and not to the project.
BPMET members were trained in project M&E 
systems and procedures. This included the steps for 
determining roles and functions during the different 
stages of a project; enumerating the steps involved in 
the M&E process of CHARM2 and related projects; 
understanding M&E reporting and feedback systems; 
Monitoring projects is one of the most difficult and sensitive aspects of development interventions. 
Especially in remote areas where access is difficult, 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) is sometimes taken 
for granted, leading to poor project implementation. 
This difficulty is often compounded by the limited 
manpower and financial resources of implementing 
agencies, and the fact that the deference of local 
cultures to those in authority can lead to passivity  
and acceptance.
The Second Cordillera Highland Agricultural 
Resource Management Project (CHARM2)  
established different Barangay Participatory Monitory 
and Evaluation Teams (BPMETs) composed of groups 
of local community volunteers whose roles and 
responsibilities were recognised by the barangay itself. 
Their task was to monitor and evaluate CHARM’s 
impact. The BPMETs were asked to monitor all 
project activities and provide the project administration 
and implementing units with information. This is 
particularly important because partner organisations 
and the Local Government Units (LGU) often lack  
the manpower to carry out these tasks, especially  
in far-flung areas. The BPMETs also showed how 
implementation problems could be recognised  
and reported as quickly as possible to the proper 
authorities, and thus encourage solutions. 
A participatory monitoring and evaluation process was 
successfully applied as part of the Second Cordillera 
Highland Agricultural Resource Management Project, 
CHARM2. This is a special project implemented by the 
Philippines Department of Agriculture and is the second 
phase of the 1998-2004 CHARM1 project. This case study 
explores the work of the Barangay Participatory Monitoring 
and Evaluation Teams (BPMETs) in the 35 administrative 
divisions or barangays covered by CHARM2 in the province 
of Benguet. It shows how the information generated by the 
BPMETs has had an impact on policy making processes,  
and how the support provided for community empowerment 
initiatives continues to have a positive effect.
Cover Members of a 
BPMET are presented and 
their roles and responsibilities 
are explained to contractors  
of rural infrastructure projects 
in the field. This helps all 
stakeholders share their 
concerns about the project, 
and then minimise conflicts 
during the monitoring 
activities of the BPMET 
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understanding the different project monitoring tools 
and techniques; practicing writing monitoring reports; 
getting hands-on experience in the M&E of an 
ongoing project and following up on agreed actions. 
Subsequently, continuous capacity building included 
conducting provincial and regional forums to share 
experiences and learn from other BPMETs.
Roles, functions and activities 
The unpublished guidebook, “Participatory M&E: 
Experience from CHARM communities”, explains 
that the foremost role of the BPMETs is to monitor  
the implementation of a project. BPMETs do this as  
an independent body and as representatives of the 
community vis-à-vis the implementing, oversight and 
funding agencies. BPMET activities are not limited  
to the CHARM funded subprojects, but also involve 
other projects implemented in the barangays and funded 
by the local government units, the barangays themselves 
and other agencies. The BPMETs claim that it is  
part of their function, their right and responsibility to 
monitor projects implemented in the barangays as they 
themselves are also beneficiaries and end users.
Monitoring schedules vary between teams. Some 
BPMETs have a fixed monitoring schedule, for 
example, in reforestation, agroforestry and livelihood 
projects, which are monitored four times per project 
cycle; while in infrastructure projects this has been 
limited to three times. Teams work before, during and 
after project implementation. Some visit implementation 
sites when materials such as aggregates used in 
construction projects are delivered. Others monitor 
ongoing projects daily, alternating members as necessary.
The BPMETs must also regularly prepare and submit 
monitoring reports. In addition to verbal reports, 
written reports are prepared after every major activity. 
Their frequency depends on the urgency of the action 
required. Reports are prepared and submitted to the 
offices and agencies concerned, such as the Municipal 
Planning and Development Office, the Municipal 
Engineering Office and the CHARM2 office. 
BPMETs also prepare and deliver reports to the 
Municipal Management Group (MMG), which is the 
implementing and management arm of the project at a 
municipal level. Authorised officials and project staff 
validate the reports in the field. Recommendations 
need to be regularly monitored to see if they are being 
implemented. However, it appears that this particular 
function is not yet recognised by BPMETs as being a 
part of their activities. 
Overcoming a series of difficulties
BPMET members can experience physical and 
financial problems when monitoring activities. 
Above left The federation of 
peoples’ organisations in 
Benguet, the Benguet 
Provincial Indigenous Forest 
Guardians, maintains 
seedling nurseries for forest 
and agroforestry trees to 
ensure a continuous supply  
of seedlings for their 
reforestation projects 
Above right BPMET 
members have helped make 
their communities more aware 
of the projects’ intentions  
and results
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only be reached by means of footpaths and this entails 
walking for many hours. The most difficult projects to 
monitor are communal irrigation and domestic water 
systems projects. These require BPMET members to 
visit water sources that are usually many kilometres 
away from the community.
Monitoring also involves personal hazards. Personal 
safety was particularly at risk when BPMET services 
were required during the typhoon season. During the 
training sessions, each BPMET participant was 
provided with monitoring and measuring tools, 
flashlights, record books and pens. However, 
protective clothing such as raincoats and rain boots 
were not available. Female team members had 
difficulties with the heavy loads they had to carry 
when hiking to reforestation sites, for example, to 
count the number of trees. BPMET members also  
felt that LGUs should provide more information 
regarding the project being monitored.
BPMETs have frequently had to deal with the negative 
reactions of infrastructure project contractors and 
workers to their M&E conclusions. In many cases,  
this led to misunderstandings and strained relationships 
within the community. Some members said they  
had been threatened for carrying out their duties.  
There were also cases of BPMETs having problems  
in carrying out their work because a contractor was 
related to an executive official. They recognise that it is 
important to be patient when explaining their roles and 
functions to contractors and workers, and observed that 
these become reasonable once things are explained to 
them. Also, meetings between different stakeholders 
conducted at the barangay or on site help to overcome 
differences, misunderstandings and confusions. 
BPMET members emphasised the need for an  
identity card (ID) which they can show when carrying 
out monitoring activities. Unfortunately, some 
BPMETs were not issued with IDs because there  
were not enough resources or time. In some cases, 
The lack of sufficient logistical support and the impact 
on their personal relations with the community and 
other stakeholders affected by the monitoring process 
is often difficult to deal with. 
Personal difficulties include the time spent away from 
their regular livelihood activities and the loss of 
income when they are monitoring activities or 
attending meetings, trainings and other activities 
organised by the project. No monetary compensation 
is provided by the project or the LGUs. When asked 
about their difficulties, BPMET members stressed the 
need for financial resources and, if possible, a sweldo 
(salary). Other issues identified by both male and 
female respondents included the difficulty in reaching 
remote project sites. Like all areas in the Cordillera 
Region, project areas in Benguet are characterised by 
steep and high mountains. Some communities can 
Concrete examples
One of the projects described in the final report was 
one from Banengbeng Sablan, involving a farm-to-
market infrastructure project in Sitio Oring, where 
the BPMET monitoring report showed that the 
quality of concrete mix being used was 
inappropriate for the situation. On the basis of this 
information, the LGU took immediate action and 
the situation was corrected.
BPMETs have also been involved in the 
implementation of livelihood projects. In a swine-
raising project in Pacso, Kabayan, for example, the 
results of their monitoring work led to each member 
having a pig pen to raise pigs and that pig wastes 
were disposed properly. In other areas, BPMETs 
have ensured that reforestation areas were 
protected against burning and that replanting was 
strictly implemented. 
Above Lessons and 
recommendations from the 
BPMET monitoring of 
swine raising livelihood 
activities were used by 
partners in the CHARM2 
scale-up area in Pappa, 
Sablan
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shirts with a simple “BPMET” logo were given  
out during trainings sessions and became a cheap 
identification substitute. 
Another concern has been that BPMET members  
who were directly involved in the implementation of  
a project could sometimes find themselves in conflict  
of interest situations. This has been seen in barangays 
where only a few households were able to implement 
sub-projects. BPMETs have solved this problem by 
working as a team to create specific policies and 
arrangements. One team, for example, excluded a 
BPMET member from monitoring a project in which 
she was directly involved. Some teams, however,  
felt that the involvement of direct beneficiaries could 
improve sub-project implementation. One of the most 
common examples cited was when BPMET members 
themselves worked as labourers on infrastructure 
projects and could ensure that the project was  
running according to plan.
BPMET respondents identified the need for resources 
and support. These included awareness training 
courses for LGUs and government agencies, as well  
as communication and documentation equipment  
(such as cell phones, cameras with GPS capabilities 
and general office supplies). They also felt that provisions 
should be made to cover personal accidents and life 
insurance given the risks associated with their work. 
Further, they also suggested “baon” or food costs. 
Main achievements 
One of the main achievement of the CHARM  
project has been the formation of BPMETs in the  
170 target barangays, and their subsequent training in 
participatory M&E processes. In total, there have been 
884 men and 582 women involved in these BPMETs. 
CHARM2’s preliminary Project Completion Report 
recognises how BPMETs contribute to standardizing 
the implementation of sub-projects and increase the 
chances of sustainability. The report also highlights  
how BPMETs have been integrated into the formal 
monitoring team of the municipal LGU, not only  
for CHARM2 but also for other projects. The report 
shows that all sub-projects in the barangays (from 
infrastructure to agroforestry and reforestation) 
benefited from the BPMETs’ work. The preliminary 
Functionality Assessment Index of Rural Infrastructure 
Projects on the physical and financial results of 
CHARM2 concluded that BPMETs involvement led  
to project outcomes that were better than expected, 
especially where sustainability was concerned. 
It is also said that barangay officials have become more 
active and that the unethical diversion of public funds 
is minimised. At the same time, rural infrastructure 
projects are being completed more quickly. A good 
example of this enhanced performance can be seen in 
the Benguet LGUs, where the 100% completion of 122 
infrastructure sub-projects in the 35 barangays has been 
achieved. Of these 122 sub-projects, 35% were 
implemented on time and 17% were finished earlier 
than scheduled. Where delays occurred they were 
shorter than had previously been experienced. 
During the monitoring process, BPMETs also made 
their communities more aware of barangay activities 
and projects. They gave instructions about how 
projects should be maintained, and the fact that  
they were being monitored stimulated community 
members to improve implementation practices. More 
in-depth studies are need to establish the links between 
participatory M&E and the better implementation  
and sustainability of projects. The general conclusion, 
however, is that there is a very positive relation.
One of the main achievements of the 
CHARM project has been the formation 
of BPMETs in the 170 target barangays, 
and their subsequent training in 
participatory M&E processes.
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Mainstreaming BPMET
Most of the BPMETs now monitor projects other  
than CHARM2. However, BPMET has still not been 
adopted in LGUs outside the CHARM2 area. Almost 
all respondents recommended that BPMET becomes a 
permanent structure in the barangay. This would ensure 
the transparent and continued monitoring of projects, 
as well as an effective and sustainable implementation. 
There would also be fewer “shady deals” between 
LGUs and contractors.
The LGUs also recommend that BPMET becomes  
a permanent modality in the barangays. They 
acknowledge that LGUs do not have enough staff to 
conduct frequent monitoring activities. One LGU 
respondent recommended passing a municipal 
ordinance with provisions relating to the safety and 
insurance of BPMET members. Communities also  
see BPMET as representing them in the monitoring  
of projects being implemented in their barangays. 
Yet there are many challenges to mainstreaming 
BPMETs. One of them is the need to provide 
incentives. Volunteers have to invest considerable  
time and effort in these activities, and there are  
risks involved. Most LGUs do not have the budget  
to provide for incentives or honoraria for BPMETs. 
Establishing BPMETs in areas not covered by  
projects like CHARM2 – which has specific funds  
for establishing and training BPMETs – will be 
difficult for LGUs given budget shortages. LGUs  
also recognise the costs involved in the training. 
But an important facilitating factor is the strong 
encouragement and support for BPMET activities 
expressed by communities and LGUs themselves. 
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community development facilitator 
and assistant coordinator for the 
Social Mobilization component of  
the CHARM2 Project. 
E-mail: cbcapegsan@yahoo.com
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Another positive factor is the example provided by  
the municipal legislative body of Atok in accrediting 
BPMET in recognition of its work. This confirms that 
a strong relationship based on communication and 
coordination between stakeholders is important  
for the work of the BPMETs and their adoption  
in other barangays. 
Being based in the barangay is the best facilitating factor 
for mainstreaming. BPMETs consist of community 
members willing to volunteer and even provide the 
equipment and tools needed for monitoring activities 
themselves. Community members volunteer because 
they are committed to the development of their 
barangay and want to help ensure that all projects are 
well implemented. Opportunities for learning and 
personal development, becoming well-known and 
gaining a reputation in their communities, are also 
motives that sometimes stimulates volunteers. 
SAFEGUARD GUIDELINES 
FOR SUCCESSFUL PROJECT 
IMPLEMENTATION 
Dok Doma, Vong Kongkea and Keo Khenalen 
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or transferring state or private lands to the poor, 
together with the provision of support services for 
agricultural production. The first phase, or LASED I, 
provided poor families with land, as well as ensuring 
that newly settled communities had basic infrastructure. 
The aim of LASED II is now to help beneficiary 
families develop a sustainable agriculture-based 
livelihood. The project focuses on investments in 
small-scale irrigation and provides technical support. 
Irrigation project locations are selected on the  
basis of technical, environmental and socio-economic 
assessments, and these investments and social  
activities need to comply with a set of social and 
environmental safeguards. 
A set of guidelines
LASED has a Project Implementation Manual (PIM) 
with standard operating procedures, and also with 
procurement and financial management guidelines. 
These include safeguards to ensure that the process of 
land acquisition for infrastructure projects is equitable 
and transparent; procedures to minimise or mitigate 
the environmental impact of these infrastructure 
projects, as well as safeguards to ensure that the 
interests of minorities, and in particular those of the 
indigenous population, are adequately represented in 
the planning process. Briefly, social safeguards cover 
Implemented since 2006 by the Cambodian  Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning and 
Construction, the Interior Ministry and the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, the Land 
Allocation for Social and Economic Development 
(LASED) project works to reduce poverty in those 
provinces where the majority of people live below  
the poverty line. More specifically, its objective is to 
support the implementation of the government’s Social 
Land Concession (SLC) programme to distribute land 
to the landless and land poor. 
LASED’s objective is to help the beneficiaries’ access 
agricultural resources and provide infrastructure  
and social services in the rural areas. This is being 
achieved by strengthening and financing many 
community groups so they can better identify  
and prioritise technological and infrastructure 
investments. The guiding principles have been to 
promote local activities in project sites in 14 different 
provinces. The programme encourages the 
involvement of recipient communities, focusing 
particularly on community members potentially 
disenfranchised by the general development proposals, 
as well as those institutions involved in the 
administration of the programme. 
LASED implements Commune Social Land 
Concessions, a process which involves distributing 
The LASED project has played an important role in 
supporting the livelihoods of Cambodia’s rural poor.  
Its interventions have included the installation of rural 
infrastructure and the provision of funds for farmers.  
The project has social, economic and environmental 
objectives, and specific safeguards were developed to  
cover all activities – especially those involving indigenous 
communities. However, not all safeguards have been fully 
developed, and the guidelines which were prepared have 
not always been followed. A detailed analysis was carried 
out to inform policymakers and development practitioners  
that further steps needed to be taken. 
Cover The project looked  
at the way social and 
environmental guidelines  
are being implemented, and  
at how baseline information 
for the yearly monitoring 
process can be acquired
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issues such as social conflicts, land disputes and 
economic growth. Economic safeguards relate 
to the environmental sustainability of all activities  
and focus on pollution and the depletion of non-
renewable resources.
These guidelines have been designed to reflect the 
context in which LASED investments take place. 
They are intended to guide all staff, including 
directors, coordinators, focal persons, managers, 
administrators and consultants involved in a project. 
They provide specific guidance on the roles and 
responsibilities of institutions and individuals involved 
in project implementation. Regular project 
assessments focus on the efficiency with which 
procedures on land acquisition and environmental 
protection are being implemented. Key concerns 
include, for example, the level of awareness of officials 
and rural people of the potential environmental 
impact, as well as the practical difficulties involved  
in compensating for non-voluntary acquisitions. 
However, the Safeguards Guidelines have not  
been sufficiently shared or followed. Changes are 
needed and these will depend on the steps followed 
and the difficulties seen throughout the country. 
The specificities of every project and also the context 
and external factors will also have to be taken into 
consideration. This is why the project decided to look 
at the way social and environmental guidelines are 
being implemented, and at how baseline information 
for the yearly monitoring process can be acquired. 
Recommendations could then be provided for 
improving the Project Information Manual (PIM) 
guidelines. It was expected that this could help develop 
a broad training module. 
Collecting data and information
The process of assessing how the guidelines were  
being implemented started with a field survey.  
The programme team worked in five selected 
provinces to ensure that the geographical focus  
was wide enough to capture as many scenarios as 
possible in the six to eight weeks available for 
fieldwork. The following demographic and land  
use criteria were also considered in developing  
the field assessment methodology: 
• The number of land recipients who take care of 
environmental issues; 
• The number of land recipients who do not comply 
with environmental issues and land safeguards;
• The number and type of projects proposed by local 
communities that do not comply with social and 
environmental safeguards; 
• The number of projects rejected or cancelled after 
using the social and environmental Safeguards 
Guidelines;
• The number of land acquisition reports (by outsiders); 
The guidelines were intended to guide 
all staff, including directors, coordinators, 
focal persons, managers, administrators 
and consultants involved in a project.
Right Pre-processing of the 
data to be analysed is required 
to ensure that data is in a 
form appropriate to the 
inquiry at hand
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information from the digital “Atlas of Cambodia” 
produced in 2006 by Danida, which includes 
information about land cover and demographic and 
socio-economic indicators. These criteria were used to 
select villages that differed in terms of population size 
and density, as well as in their physical landscape. 
Each commune was asked to identify a few land 
recipients for the interview.
Questions were raised about the Project 
Implementation Manual during the meetings, and 
care was taken to ensure that interviewees could speak 
freely. Provincial officers did not attend the commune-
level interviews and commune members did not join 
the interviews in the villages. Several project visits 
were either cancelled or rescheduled to ensure this 
requirement was met. The village-level meetings  
were organised by the village chiefs and sometimes  
the previous village chief also had to be contacted  
(if he had left his position after the project started). 
The questions addressed to participants at the 
village-level meetings were different to those asked  
at commune, although there were overlaps. Questions 
were presented as part of a structured conversation. 
Responses were scored on a five-point scale according 
to their level of compliance with the LASED 
Safeguards Guidelines. The average score was used  
in the analysis and a summary report was developed.
Quantitative data was entered into Microsoft  
Excel spreadsheets and subjected to quality control 
measures. Each field researcher was interviewed by 
the consultant to determine how they had applied the 
questionnaire. This helped identify duplicate, missing 
and unreliable data which had to be discarded from 
further consideration. In total 40 questions were 
selected for the situation analysis and most of them  
had a village-level focus. These questions were 
supplemented by others relating to the projects’  
history and implementation arrangements. 
Quantitative data was then imported into PATN,  
a pattern analysis software package developed by 
Australia’s Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation, and which has been used in  
at least forty countries for multi-variate analyses of 
environmental and sociological research issues. As  
the name implies, a pattern analysis is used to reveal 
patterns in numerical data. PATN classifies objects 
into groups based on their overall similarity. In this 
case the objects were the projects. PATN compared 
data from each project and calculated the degree of 
similarity as an association measure. It then used  
these association measures to construct a hierarchical 
classification (dendrogram) that showed the 
relationships between activities and other project 
objectives. A multi-variate graph known as an 
• The number of land compensation agreements  
for land acquired for specific projects;
• The number of environmental analysis reports 
made by local communities; 
• The number of projects cancelled or delayed after 
contracts were signed.
Preliminary activities included a review of the 
available information and data collected in the past, 
and a brief orientation visit to the staff working in  
the province of Kampong Speu and in the Raksmei 
Samaki Land Concession site. A survey methodology 
was then drafted, with questionnaires for the projects 
implemented between 2008 and 2016. The results  
of an earlier monitoring processes were also  
considered in terms of general awareness levels,  
and the decision-making practices of officials and 
recipient communities.
The survey plan was executed by the LASED 
Safeguards Team and the project’s operational 
management specialist. Four field officers were  
invited to join and were trained in the use of these 
questionnaires, and some minor adjustments were 
made after testing them in the Raksmei Samaki  
Land Concession site. Field surveys were carried out  
in other provinces after the data had been collected  
in Kampong Speu. Target provinces, communes  
and projects were identified in a progressive way 
ensuring that field data could be used during  
sampling strategies. 
A lot of information was derived from the project 
database and from LASED officials. This included 
lists of land recipients in every province, the type of 
project the impacts reported by respondents, and also 
information on the impact that might reasonably be 
expected to occur. This was further complemented by 
Questions and answers
Land recipients were asked whether, in their 
experience, land allocation had led to social 
controversies. Twenty percent said they had  
not experienced any social problems while  
between 38% and 41% of respondents reported 
some social problems. 
One percent of respondents were deeply  
concerned about land encroachment by outsiders 
and overlapping land-borders and land leases. 
Suggested solutions to these problems included  
an annual updating of land recipients, making 
recipients aware of land rights, accelerating land 
registration and land certification and developing  
a land grievance redress mechanism
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“ordination” was then formed and used to identify 
how groups differ in terms of the questions used to 
classify the projects. The graph was also used to 
determine whether groups are distinct from one 
another and should be placed on a gradient. PATN 
was used to classify activities into groups according  
to the similarities in social and environmental issues. 
This calculation was based on how the villagers and 
commune officials responded to the 40 questions in  
the questionnaire. (Only data from two projects in  
the Kampong Speu province were not considered  
for further assessment because it proved to be highly 
variable. It remains unclear whether this high 
variability reflected how safeguards were being 
applied in the province, whether the sites were  
atypical in some respects, or if this reflected the  
limited experience of the field teams during the  
initial week of data collection.) 
The way forward 
This assessment showed that key aspects of the 
safeguards included in the PIM are not fully taken  
into account by those implementing a project or  
by those benefitting from it as land recipients. The 
LASED provinces closer to the capital performed 
better than those in the more remote regions. These 
lapses are not the result of any failings in the PIM  
itself, but rather of the way information is disseminated. 
This is primarily the result of poor institutional 
arrangements and limited provincial capacity,  
factors that are unlikely to change in the short to 
medium term through training alone. 
The key problem is that the (expected) impact of each 
project was not well identified and/or addressed 
during screening processes for the reasons described 
above. Consequently, there were substantial deviations 
from the written guidelines. Some cases, for example, 
showed an attempt to ensure that projects would go 
ahead once they had been prioritised by the commune, 
with very few projects cancelled. Many officials fear 
that increasing public awareness of land tenure rights 
will result in project cancellations and difficulties in 
project implementation. This suggests the need for 
greater consideration of safeguards during the 
identification and design of a project. 
Safeguards are generally seen as technical activities 
within the work plan rather than as a tool designed to 
increase the effectiveness of the overall programme 
and to help assure long-term funding. 
The methodology developed here has proved  
to be useful, and it should be retained after some 
refinements in sampling and data collection 
methodology. Pre-processing of the data to be 
analysed is required to ensure that data is in a form 
appropriate to the inquiry at hand. Data must first  
be read into PATN from a standard editor such as 
Microsoft’s Excel programme. Some adjustment to  
the data may be required to ensure that the dataset  
has the correct structure and format. The current 
dataset and assessment can be used as a baseline  
for future monitoring. 
Safeguard monitoring should be integrated into the 
Project Information Database which currently focuses 
on technical project information and associated 
contracting arrangements. A map-based GIS 
component should be established, maintained and 
integrated with other safeguard information to give  
an overview of the collective impact of projects and 
facilitate project prioritization and review. It is 
recommended that LASED II should purchase a 
licensed copy of Google Earth and pattern analysis 
software (PATN), as well as a standard GIS package 
for future analyses. 
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ENSURING THE CONTINUATION 
OF TRADITIONAL FOREST 
MANAGEMENT PRACTICES  
IN MYANMAR
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resources: the Village Leader’s committee that 
communicates with the government; the women’s 
association; a committee for supporting the youth  
and promoting youth issues; a religious organisation 
concerned with social development, and a forest and 
land committee. In cases of conflict, these committees 
cooperate with each other to reach mutually 
acceptable decisions. But despite their knowledge, 
experience and organisation, the inhabitants of  
Myay Latt have, in recent times, found it increasingly 
difficult to maintain their livelihood practices. 
Traditional forestry management and the customary 
forest tenure of indigenous people are not recognised 
in Myanmar’s policies and laws. 
The Myanmar constitution enacted in 2008 considers 
that the state is the ultimate owner of all lands and  
of the natural resources above and below the ground, 
as well as above and below the water and in the 
atmosphere. At the same time, the government’s forest 
Master Plan indicates that forests would constitute 
30% of the country’s land area and that the protected 
area would be around 10%. The Farm Land Law 
(2012) and the Vacant Fallow Land Law (2012) have 
also severely restricted the rights of indigenous people. 
In 2016, the government’s Community Forest 
Instructions specified complex bureaucratic 
procedures for applying for forest management 
support, and this has further weakened the capacity 
The village of Myay Latt is found in the Minbu District of western Myanmar, not far from the 
villages of Nyaung Pin Kone, Sat Si, Bone Baw, Gote 
Gyi and Sar Pauk. On all sides of the village there is  
a forest reserve managed by the national government, 
where villagers collect the forest products they need. 
There is also a community forest area and a common 
church forest area. In the past, shifting cultivation  
was the main mode of production. However, with the 
disruption caused by the coming of the Min Bu–Arn 
road in 1993, villagers began to farm individual 
orchards, and today coffee, oranges, tea and bananas 
are among the most important sources of income and 
livelihoods. For many years, the village lacked schools 
and educational services and many young people  
still travel two to three miles to other villages for  
their primary and secondary education. As a result, 
many in the village lack formal education and are ill 
informed about their rights as indigenous people.  
This lack of knowledge restricts their ability to  
interact with the authorities and gain access  
to decision-making processes.
The indigenous population continues to follow 
traditional governance mechanisms and the oldest 
person in the village is the Village Leader. The 
inhabitants of the seven clans who live in the village 
are either animists or Christians. There are five 
organisations that manage the natural and human 
The Promotion of Indigenous Nature Together (POINT) is  
a local non-profit organisation and a member of the Asian 
Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP). To deal with the problems 
caused by the progressive loss of indigenous knowledge, 
POINT decided to study the traditional forest management 
practices of the indigenous people living in Myay Latt.  
This is a village in western Myanmar where, despite their 
knowledge, experience and organisation, villagers have 
found it difficult to maintain their livelihood practices. The 
information from the study was meant to help Myay Latt  
and other communities strengthen their traditional forestry 
practices, stimulate the conservation and management  
of natural resources, and lobby for indigenous rights in  
laws and policies.
Cover Sal tree within the 
watershed protected area
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the traditional forest management practices of those 
indigenous people living in Myay Latt. This 
information could then be used to help other local 
communities strengthen their traditional forestry 
practices, stimulate the conservation and management 
of natural resources, and lobby for indigenous rights in 
laws and policies. POINT’s study would also provide 
documentary evidence to show policy makers and 
government officials – who were unaware of the 
indigenous and traditional forest management 
practices of the Asho-Chin people – how indigenous 
communities were successfully managing their forests. 
In 2016, POINT began its work in Myay Latt by 
conducting a baseline survey designed to collect data 
on the village and village livelihoods, their current 
forest management system, how water resources were 
being managed and how non-timber forest products 
and traditional medicines were being used. POINT 
wanted to support the village so that it would get its 
forest area recognised by the government and, if 
possible, to implement a REDD+ (Reduction of 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation) 
project there. 
After collecting this basic data POINT organised 
awareness and capacity building workshops on 
REDD+ for local people, as well as on the use of GPS 
(Global Positioning System). Information was also 
provided on the objectives of the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP), and the importance of a process that leads 
to free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) on 
environmental conservation, land rights and the 
implications of climate change. POINT then selected 
a few of the most active men and women and 
of indigenous communities to manage and protect 
their forest areas. In addition, the government is able 
to approve land concessions, large-scale development 
projects and various forms of public investment 
without the free, prior and informed consent of 
villagers, even if these interventions might have  
a negative effect on traditional occupations, 
livelihoods and the social roles of indigenous people. 
Even when a village has been granted community 
forest rights, there are policies like those relating to 
energy that can override these rights. A recent 
example of this has been the construction of a gas 
pipeline that crossed the Myay Latt’s community  
forest area: there was no question of compensation  
for the livelihood problems this caused. This lack of 
legal protection has created considerable insecurity 
and several households have moved from Myay Latt  
to other villages. 
Studying traditional practices
The Promotion of Indigenous Nature Together 
(POINT) is a local non-profit organisation, member of 
the Asian Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP). POINT’s 
objective is to ensure the recognition of indigenous 
people rights. It is also concerned with making 
national, regional and international organisations 
aware of the role indigenous communities can play in 
promoting the sustainable development of the natural 
environment in indigenous territories. To further its 
objectives POINT is working to establish a national 
indigenous people’s network. 
To deal with the problems caused by the progressive 
loss of indigenous knowledge, POINT decided to study 
POINT’s data shows that generations  
of indigenous people have been well 
aware of how their livelihoods depend 
on the forests and on forest products.
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facilitated their participation in national and 
international workshops to further develop their 
capacities to work for local rights
Best practices
Until the late 1990’s, shifting cultivation was the  
main model for agricultural production. However,  
the development of road networks and the national 
government’s ban on rotational agriculture led to 
drastic changes, and the development of orchards in 
an agroforestry mode that produce bananas, coffee, 
limes, lemons, damsons, guavas, oranges, mangos, 
jackfruit, Tanyin (a hardwood tree bearing a pungent 
smelling edible fruit) and cashews.
POINT identified the practices that indigenous people 
had developed to support their shifting cultivation 
activities and which had contributed to sustainable 
livelihoods and environmental conservation for 
centuries. These included, for example, that 
• forests alongside streams and mountain ridges 
should not be cleared;
• forested space should be kept between consecutive 
plots to help protect crops from fire and enabled the 
demarcation of plot boundaries so conflicts could be 
avoided; 
• when timber was cut on a plot, tree trunks should be 
left in the ground so there could be new growth and 
a source of firewood; 
• all villagers had the right to log timber from the forest 
for domestic use except from the community forest 
and the protected forest areas that surround villages;
• traditional and sustainable methods should be used 
in collecting non-timber forest products such as 
honey, orchids and bamboo;
• dry firewood from under in the forest can be 
collected because there is no electricity in the village 
but villagers must not cut down green trees; or that
• no one was allowed to cut large trees in forests, 
watershed areas or in forests surrounding villages 
and cultivated areas.
Good practices also extend to the collection of Non 
Timber Forest Products (NTFP). For example, most 
village women collect bamboo but they should not 
take all the bamboo in one go. They should only take 
one third of the bamboo shoot so it will be able to grow 
again next year. When orchids are taken from the 
forest and transplanted at home for income, the 
collectors should not cut down the trees where the 
orchids have been growing. Instead, they must climb 
the tree and then take the orchids home. As a result  
of these conservation practices, there are still dense 
forests around Myat Latt and neighbouring villages. 
After the baseline study had been completed, some  
of those involved in the community training sessions 
were asked to provide additional information on NTFP 
collection systems, forest management and governance 
and on traditional farming practices. During this 
documentation process, particular attention was given 
to how GPS and GIS (Geographical Information 
Systems) could be used to define boundaries. 
Subsequently, those involved in the training sessions 
were able to map the areas covered by community 
forestry, traditional forests, their villages as well as the 
location of water resources, orchards and what little 
remained of shifting cultivation.
Main achievements
The objectives of POINT’s project in Myay Latt  
had been to document practices that could further 
promote the sustainable development of the natural 
environment in indigenous territories. It was also 
concerned with the problems associated with ensuring 
the recognition of indigenous peoples’ rights. 
In this mountain area there were ten villages. 
POINT’s documentation process showed that  
Myay Latt’s community forest area provided the best 
example of conservation. This evidence inspired a 
neighbouring village to apply for a community forest 
area and adopt similar practices. If this request is 
accepted by the government, the community forest 
area near Myay Latt will cover some 1,000 acres.
POINT’s data shows that generations of indigenous 
people have been well aware of how their livelihoods 
depend on the forests and on forest products. Forests 
are an important source of food, traditional medicines, 
firewood and housing and agricultural materials. 
They are also important in maintaining water 
resources and preventing landslides. This awareness 
led to the development of the good practices now  
being documented by the POINT project. 
Above An eleven year old 
regenerated forest
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Challenges
Myay Latt has a unique form of traditional land, forest 
and water resource management which has important 
implications for all conservation initiatives. However, 
they continue to face challenges generated by external 
development projects and government policies. An 
example that has already been referred to was their 
inability to prevent the gas pipeline company from 
laying pipes through their community forest, despite 
the fact that the village had been granted legal and 
secure tenure. The government’s failure to implement 
legislation and the lack of recognition of traditional 
forest and land management practices continues to be 
a challenge to promoting the livelihoods of indigenous 
communities and the maintenance of good forest 
conservation practices. 
Information collected from the people of Myay Latt 
made it clear that village people were actively involved 
in passing on their experiences to the next generation. 
They saw it as important that future generations 
recognise their identity as indigenous people and 
appreciate the importance of the natural resources in 
their daily lives and how these resources could be 
maintained in a sustainable way. It also became clear 
that more village women were taking up tree planting 
and making firebreaks, and that they were now able  
to take part in training and workshop sessions at local 
and national level. 
POINT was particularly concerned with ensuring 
that local communities are able to confront the 
government when proposed external development 
projects threaten their livelihoods. Enabling villagers 
to attend national workshops, conferences and 
meetings, as well as introducing them to how the 
higher levels of government work, was a process 
designed to help them understand the procedures  
to follow in situations where national policies or 
government-supported activities would have a  
clearly negative effect on their way of life. 
POINT was also able to document and consolidate  
the work of NGOs who had worked with local 
communities in this part of Myanmar, helping  
them with guidelines and procedures, and providing  
courses focusing on the best way to protect their land 
and resources. It also noted that there was a growing 
awareness amongst villagers of how the media  
and other stakeholders could help in making the 
government take account of their issues and concerns. 
The positive effect of this work can be seen in the 
following example. A few years ago, illegal loggers 
were cutting down the forests around Myay Latt, 
something they were able to do because there was a 
lack of forest law enforcement. The conflict between 
the illegal loggers and villagers grew until – with  
help of an NGO – villages were able to apply for 
community forestry rights, which meant that the 
government would now be responsible for controlling 
all logging activities. POINT noted that as a result of 
this intervention the community is now able to protect 
its forests, and the number of illegal loggers in the 
community forest areas has declined.
Khun La-Yaung works for  
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INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 
STRUGGLE FOR COMMUNAL 
LANDS IN SUNDARGARH, INDIA
Prem Singh Tharu
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industrial area because many companies and 
industries have been established there – after  
grabbing indigenous community land. A report 
published in 2017 showed that between 1950  
and 1993, 1,446 villages in Odisha had been  
displaced by development projects which drastically 
worsened the lives and livelihoods of the indigenous 
population. The neighbouring states of Chhattisgarh 
and Jharkhand have had similar experiences.
In 1955, for example, the Rourkela Steel Plant  
was established in 20,000 acres of what was 
community land and 92 villages were displaced.  
These practices continued, and when the Shiva 
Cement Company took 12 acres of indigenous 
community land in Sundargarh in 1982 it became 
clear that villagers were still unaware of the legal 
situation and of the impact the cement factory  
would have on their livelihoods. A side road  
covering one kilometre of community land and  
6 acres of private tribal land was constructed from  
the main road to the company site. According to 
villagers, the Shiva Cement Company only paid 
partial compensation to three persons, while the  
daily lives of indigenous peoples living beside the 
highway was seriously affected and disturbed  
because their communities were divided. The 
landscape was also split in such a way that village 
cattle could no longer move freely. 
Industrial corporations are disturbing indigenous people’s natural way of living and violating their 
human rights. Very few of their initiatives in the  
rural areas been preceded by a proper Environmental 
Impact Analysis (EIA) or a Social Impact Analysis 
(SIA), and no attempt is made to negotiate an informed 
consent before activities take place. In addition, 
villagers’ self-determined development is consciously 
ignored, and as no proper resettlement plans are 
made, the health, education, employment and social 
security of displaced communities is put at risk.
The district of Sundargarh, in the state of Odisha, 
India, provides a clear example of the land grabbing 
and community displacement practices that are  
also taking place in the neighbouring states of 
Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand – and in many other 
parts of the world. In 2015, a fact-finding report 
conducted by the People’s Union of Civil Liberties 
(PUCL) showed that land grabbing practices entail 
serious human rights violations. When indigenous 
communities protest, they are accused of being 
“anti-development”, of creating barriers to the 
government’s plans and projects, and of being  
anti-nationalist as well. Their leaders are frequently 
falsely charged, arrested, and even tortured. 
In 2011, indigenous people accounted for slightly  
more than 50% of the population of the district. The 
Odisha Government has recognised this district as an 
Throughout the world, indigenous peoples live on ancestral 
land and territories, governed by their cultural and traditional 
norms and values. Their lives and livelihoods are heavily 
dependent on natural resources and these are managed in  
a way which is similar to that envisioned by the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG). In recent years, however, 
governments and corporations have been grabbing and 
exploiting indigenous community land and establishing 
industries in these resource-rich areas – for example in 
Odisha, India. In the Telighana village of Sundargarh, 
indigenous people are struggling to protect their land,  
as their rights are not recognised. Their fight is an example  
and a source of inspiration. 
Cover One village’s fight  
has inspired many other 
communities to fight  
against land grabs
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Cases of displacement and compensation that have 
been taken to court are still there several years later, 
and victims receive no justice for the fact that their 
health, livelihoods, employment opportunities, 
culture, traditional knowledge and education have 
been seriously damaged. In addition, resources  
have been polluted and the noise caused by industrial 
developments is increasing. 
A community pushes back
Telighana is an indigenous village in the Kutra Block 
of Sundargarh District. On September 8th, 2017, the 
Kutra Tehsildar (revenue officer) gave a notice to the 
community regarding the demarcation of the 25.69 
acres which were already given in lease to the Shiva 
Cement Factory by the Industrial Development 
Corporation (IDCO), Odisha. Five days later, on 
September 13th, the villagers became aware of the 
plans and they were strongly opposed to them. They 
gathered together and called the Tehsildar to ask her 
why she had approved the demarcation process. After 
frequent calls and requests, she came to the village 
along with four police trucks. Community members 
asked her to explain why she had come with the police, 
and if it was even possible to lease community land to 
this company. They told her that the Gram Sabha 
(General Assembly) had passed a resolution five times 
earlier stating that since this land was the only land 
available for grazing the village cattle, it would not  
be leased to any company.
The Telighana village community had endorsed these 
resolutions in their Gram Sabha and based on them,  
and in accordance with the national legislation, they 
argued that community land could not be leased  
to anyone without the community’s consent. The 
community members expressed their views very 
strongly. When the Tehsildar tried to threaten them,  
the community pushed back. They asked her to 
apologise and give a written document stating that she 
would not go against the decision of the Gram Sabha 
and the legislation. 
The Police Deputy Superintendent also asked the 
Tahsildar to sign a document. However, the Tehsildar 
kept threatening the villagers, and the Sundergarth 
Police Superintendent threatened the Sarpanch – the 
elected head of the village government – on the phone 
saying that a case would be filed against the villagers. 
The Sarpanch asked the Superintendent to stop 
threatening and said he could also file a case if he 
wanted to, and that despite all these pressures 
community members would not give up their stand.
The villagers had been preventing the Tehsildar and her 
police convoy from leaving the village. As a result, the 
Block Division Officer came to the village and asked 
for forgiveness on behalf of the Tehsildar, who was 
herself non-apologetic. Based on this and at the request 
of the Block Division Officer, the village people let the 
Tehsildar and her police convoy go, on condition that 
she would not repeat this mistake again. However, 
before she left the village she threatened again to file  
a case against the villagers. The villagers responded by 
saying they would also file a case against her and the 
police for violating the constitution and the indigenous 
people’s constitutional rights. They also started 
consulting indigenous leaders in neighbouring villages, 
as well as lawyers, asking how they could resist the 
Tehsildar’s actions, and prove to the administration 
that no one should dare to take indigenous community 
land without a prior and informed consent. 
In reaction the Tehsildar filed a First Information 
Report (FIR) with the police against 23 villagers,  
and since they knew there was a high possibility of 
arrest, the community applied for anticipatory bail 
against this FIR from the High Court. The High 
Court granted bail. Village people are now planning 
to file a case in the Odisha High Court. 
Above A rally demonstration
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President of India, as well as holding demonstration 
and sit-in protests. Threats of arrest and torture,  
and of being falsely charged, have not deterred  
their protest activities.
“The more suppression, 
the more objection”
For many years, indigenous peoples have been 
organising events, submitting written objections and 
preparing press releases about the way the authorities 
and the industries are exploiting their mineral-rich 
land. These activities have led to villagers developing  
a sound knowledge and understanding of their 
constitutional and legal rights. At the grassroots levels, 
women are also active and have a good understanding 
of the constitution and, for example, the Forest Rights 
Act (FRA). Unfortunately, despite their efforts, land 
grabbing and the failure to respect human rights 
continues. In the courts the cases they have submitted 
are taking a long time, supporting the villagers’  
claim that “late justice is not justice”.
The Telighana villagers were successful in the case 
they brought against the Tehsildar. However, they find 
that this does not go far enough, and there was a plan 
to file a case in the High Court against IDCO, against 
members of the government administration and the 
other authorities involved. The objective was to make 
indigenous rights violators aware of the consequences 
of these violations, as villagers say, so that they will 
never dare to repeat them again. 
A few years ago when community people were not 
aware of their rights and had no knowledge and 
understanding of their constitutional rights, they were 
afraid of the police and of the government officials. 
However, land grabbing has shown the negative side 
Tribal leaders still face the possibility of arrest. The 
police have also joined the game by issuing a notice  
to a few community members to come to the Kutra 
police station for discussion. In this way, the various 
arms of the state – the political parties, the local 
administration and the police – are conspiring to 
suppress the village people of their rights. The case 
will be going to court and the community is planning  
a big rally very soon. Villagers are standing strong  
and have vowed not to lease their land.
A common problem
The intention of documenting the specific situation  
in this village was to show how indigenous community 
lands are being grabbed, and provide information  
that can help to know more about this and similar 
ongoing violations of human rights, and encourage 
solidarity and support. Such factual evidence can also 
help create unity amongst the victims, and encourage 
them to seek justice for their collective land rights as  
well as legal protection. 
Recently, in the state of Jharkhand, indigenous peoples 
have been opposing the government’s plan to establish 
a Wild Life Corridor because it would threaten the 
livelihoods of thousands of peoples in the 214 villages 
in the area. A similar problem was reported in 
Chhattisgarh by the Indigenous Human Rights 
Defender. Here, 84 villages face displacement because 
the Forest Department has planned to establish  
an elephant corridor and an animal sanctuary. 
Indigenous peoples threatened by these developments 
have been fighting for their rights, and there are 
already numerous cases in the High Court and the 
Supreme Court. In the meantime, they are submitting 
memoranda to the State Governor and also to the 
The Telighana case can play an 
important role when teaching 
government officials and corporate and 
industrial institutions about the jurisdiction 
and power of the Gram Sabha and  
of the local inhabitants.
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of the government’s policy of industrial development  
in indigenous territories. Villagers now know that 
there is no such thing as government land. All lands 
are community land which cannot be taken away 
without their consent or the consent of the Gram Sabha. 
They have also developed the capacity to question the 
activities of the government and of the police, and to 
react strenuously when they are being falsely accused. 
The authorities have to take account of the growing 
strength of the indigenous communities and of their 
willingness to fight for their rights. These communities 
now have the capacity to teach the government and 
the police about the constitution, and about the laws 
that affirm the rights of indigenous communities. In  
a sense, the communities have become unofficial and 
non-license holder lawyers. 
Conclusion 
Telighana provides an example of a community 
strongly opposed to the approval of a land demarcation 
process that would result in land being leased to a 
cement company. The villagers knew that it would be 
a hard struggle because the government and its 
security forces, along with the political parties, do not 
object to this demarcation. The unity that has built up 
between indigenous communities provides them with 
the strength to question both government officials and 
police. Villagers consider that the police should go and 
deal with criminal offences rather than opposing their 
struggle to get their constitutional rights recognised. 
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It has also become clear that in many cases, even 
government officials are unaware of the many laws 
that relate to the indigenous populations, and this 
leads to the violation of their rights. The factual 
materials collected during the study of the Telighana 
case can play an important role in teaching government 
officials and corporate and industrial institutions 
about the jurisdiction and power of the Gram Sabha  
and of the local inhabitants, as guaranteed by the 
Constitution. 
It can also inspire other victim communities to fight 
boldly and steadily against land grabs. Ultimately,  
the land rights of indigenous communities must  
be addressed and guaranteed, and land that has  
been grabbed should be returned with adequate 
compensation. This would be the best way to alleviate 
the pain experienced by indigenous communities. 
Right Villagers question the 
activities of the government 
and of the police, and react 
strenuously when falsely 
accused
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DOCUMENTING  
THE UNDOCUMENTED  
IN SABAH
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not to be aware that, given the changes in the national 
legislation, a birth certificate alone is insufficient  
proof of Malaysian identity. And they do not seem  
to understand how important it is to have an identity 
card or document. 
The problem 
There are several factors behind this. There are  
many village midwives who have difficulties in 
certifying a child’s date of birth because they are 
illiterate. When no licensed certificate has been 
provided by the midwife, the National Registration 
Department will not provide an official document.  
At the same time, poverty is also one of the reasons 
why parents may not have registered their children. 
Generally, in the rural areas, households are large  
and range from 5 to 12 members. Incomes are low  
and vulnerable to adverse climatic conditions,  
making it difficult for parents to have the time  
and money, for example, to travel to complete the 
necessary bureaucratic procedures – even if they  
are aware of the need to do so. For example, those 
living in the Pensiangan rural area would have to 
travel 90 km to the town of Keningau to register  
their children. Before travelling to the main road,  
they would have to travel by boat, and transport fees 
can be as high as US $100.
In the early 1900s, British colonists stimulated the entry of migrants from the rest of Malaysia to Sabah, in the 
north of Borneo, so that the region’s rich agricultural 
and mining resources could be exploited and exported 
to Europe. Most of the migrants worked in the oil  
palm plantations, rubber estates and the mining and 
construction industries. Although the intention was that 
they should only stay for a limited period of time, many 
of the migrants and their children became permanent 
residents. The presence of migrants led to a multi-racial 
population. Currently Sabah has a population of  
3.5 million and its population is increasing rapidly. 
Minorities account for 20% of the population. 
At independence, identification card procedures were 
introduced by the Government of Malaysia as a way  
of recognizing whether an individual was a permanent 
citizen of the country or not. It also confirmed the 
individual’s rights to welfare, health care and other 
governmental benefits. The national identity card 
known as MyKad is obligatory for all Malaysians  
older than 12. But regardless of the possibilities offered 
by the government to obtain the necessary documents, 
there are still many cases of undocumented people  
in Sabah, especially in the rural and border areas – 
where people find it difficult to travel to a town,  
or prefer not to do so for fear of being caught by the  
police for not having official documents. Local and 
indigenous people in the rural and border areas seem 
The situation which people without legal documents face is an 
unresolved problem in many parts of the world, especially when 
indigenous people live together in areas with large inflows of 
immigrants from bordering countries. This is the case in Sabah,  
a part of Malaysia which is geographically close to Brunei, the 
Philippines and Indonesia. Immigrants and refugees seeking a 
better life have known for a long time that the border security is 
not strictly enforced. But the general situation is not well known 
because there have been few studies done on these issues.  
The PACOS Trust and the Asian Foundation developed a method 
which community members could use to show the benefits of 
having identity documents – something which would benefit  
both migrants and the indigenous population. 
Cover Regardless of the 
possibilities offered by  
the government to obtain  
the necessary documents, 
community members find  
it difficult to travel, and do 
the necessary paperwork
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interview sessions carried out during the survey  
helped identify the community’s main problems  
(see box). The PACOS Trust team met local leaders 
and formed a network with strong connections with 
the communities. Local leaders are respected figures 
and carry huge responsibilities in every village.  
The village head in Kampung Simunul, for example, 
was aware of the problem facing undocumented 
individuals, and assisted and directed young people 
monitor the process.
Courtesy visits were then paid to different government 
agencies, as well as to police departments, the National 
Registration Department, the District Office, the 
Immigration Department, the Education Department 
and the hospital. Meetings were organised with 
officials as a way of conveying the problem. It was  
clear that these departments should be aware of the 
situation and of the need to take action. At the same 
time, the Security Programme of the PACOS Trust 
and the Asian Foundation started a paralegal training 
course meant to educate community members and 
help them become village paralegals. A paralegal is  
a person who carries legal responsibilities, following 
the actions recommended by lawyers. Their 
responsibilities include interviewing witnesses and 
dealing with the research questions needed for the 
legal documents. 
Rural areas also have limited access to communications. 
This means that communities find it difficult to keep 
up to date with new information about the initiatives 
started by private organisations and government 
bodies. For example, when the Malaysian government 
introduced a new regulation about national identity 
documents, the information was delayed and could not 
be conveyed to rural and border communities. Equally 
important is the lack of resources. When yields fail and 
there is not enough money, undocumented individuals 
are unable to look for job opportunities in the urban 
areas because they are afraid they might be arrested. 
Looking for information
A baseline survey was conducted in Sabah to discover 
the problems of immigrants and the local population, 
and to start a local documentation process. The 
From the baseline survey
“Mr Joseph informed us that there are more than  
200 persons in his village, they are all Maurut, the 
majority is Christian, most are working in towns  
such as Keningau and Nabawan. Most villagers  
are subsistence farmers, they also hunt regularly or 
work as boatmen. The children attend primary and 
secondary school in Pensiangan. The village does not 
have electricity, and water is brought from the river or 
from gravity pipe feeds. The nearest clinic and school 
is in Pensiangan, 40 minutes by boat. The biggest 
problem in the village is land encroachment, health 
and personal documentation…”
“Polina has 6 children, she is married to Mr Massa 
Joseph, one of her children has a late registration birth 
certificate. This is the fourth child, and is 14 years old. 
It is difficult for the family to get an IC for their child. 
It is expensive to go to the nearest NRD in Nabawan 
and Keningau and there are no telephones in their 
village. In fact their son qualified for a scholarship to 
school but was later rejected because he had no IC. 
During the interview the father was very emotional,  
as he felt this was unfair. He felt victimised and 
wondered why he has to pay more to get the same 
services town people get easily as they are nearer  
to an NRD office…”
Left Many rural areas  
are not easy to reach, and 
information is not available
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Given the size of the Sabah region, both organisations 
felt it is important that the communities themselves 
can assist in gathering evidence. The appointed 
paralegal team was to receive continuous guidance 
and support from both organisations. As a result of 
their paralegal training, young people are now aware 
of the identity and documentation issues in their 
village, and have the necessary knowledge to assist 
those involved in providing information and legal 
awareness and guidance on this matter to others. 
Twenty-six Community Learning Centres (CLC)  
were formed and are now being managed by the 
communities themselves. CLCs serve as a focal 
learning space for the community, where villagers can 
get together and where the local leader or educator can 
provide specific information. These CLCs are also 
serving as village monitoring systems, as they store 
specific information and maintain a record of 
registered children. Community Learning Centers 
have also cooperated with the Village Development 
and Security Committee in a preliminary community 
social investigation. Such investigations can generate a 
database that can help local leaders and CLC  
teachers track down the status of children and adults. 
One of the main difficulties, however, has been that 
once the target group is on the path to obtaining an 
identity card, some parties utilise the power they  
have for the wrong purposes. Some have abused  
the knowledge given during the training to trick 
individuals, claiming to be part of the National 
Registration Department and offering to speed the 
process. Believing the agents’ fraudulent intentions, 
many individuals were willing to pay large sums of 
money and were cheated – only to discover that the 
process takes a very long time anyway, and that no 
bribes are necessary.
Positive results
But despite these problems, it is clear that the 
intervention has had a considerably positive impact  
on communities in the rural and border areas. Target 
groups – especially youth and local leaders – are now 
capable of sharing their knowledge and can help 
Target groups – especially youth and 
local leaders – are now capable of 
sharing their knowledge and can help 
inform the undocumented people  
in their villages.
Below Participants in one of 
the dialogue sessions with the 
related government agencies
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inform the undocumented people in their villages. 
Young people have shared information through 
leaflets, flyers and banners, and those who have 
received information are no longer prepared to 
postpone their application for an identification card.
Local leaders have the capacity and responsibility to 
monitor the activities of their residents, and identify 
and solve problems. When a baby is born in the 
village, the leaders can monitor and ensure that the 
parents apply for the necessary documents.
Trained paralegals are adept at assisting individuals 
with these problems and ensuring the proper 
documentation of these cases. The local leaders and 
young people who have formed a paralegal committee 
Background information
A baseline survey that started at the beginning of 
2018 collected 1,046 survey forms from Kampung 
Bahagia, Sandakan, and just 23 survey forms from 
the Sebatik Island community. It found that 351 
people did not have a birth certificate in Kampung 
Bahagia, Sandakan; 406 people had no identity 
card and 289 people has no documents at all.  
The youth camps conducted in the 15 villages  
were attended by 375 young people. 
Kg. Bahagia is located on the border of Sandakan. 
It mainly houses refugees from the Philippines  
that migrated to Sabah many years ago. Based  
on paperwork collected there, it can be seen that  
the most serious issues are the lack of identity cards, 
followed by the lack of birth certificates and  
the problem of refugees who came without any 
documents. Many of those who seek identification 
documents are unaware of the procedures for 
dealing with authorities.
The island of Sebatik is on the east coast of Borneo. 
It lies partly within Malaysia and partly within 
Indonesia, and its distance from Tawau is 
approximately one kilometer. The main problem  
is the lack of birth certificates, identity cards, and 
also children born out of wedlock. To obtain an 
identification card in Malaysia one must have a 
birth certificate that clarifies that the child was 
born to a parent who is Malaysian citizen. But as 
there are no health services on the island, most 
children have been delivered by village midwives 
who do not provide any supporting documents. 
Most children do not have a birth certificate, and 
because they are undocumented these children are 
unable to travel to the mainland. As a result, they 
grow up without proper education or health care. 
A programme like the one described here 
can help in making more people aware 
of the significance of having identity 
documents, and of the benefits these  
can bring to their children.
Left Youth camp in  
Kampung Simunul
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in their own village made courtesy visits to different 
government agencies to present materials collected as 
evidence of the scenarios faced by the undocumented 
people in their village. Subsequently, these 
government agencies have passed these issues to their 
management board, who then made visits to these 
areas. In this way, paralegal teams provide a service 
and collaborate well with the government agencies.
As trained paralegals, young people are able to 
counsel and interview undocumented individuals,  
and help them find a solution to their problems.  
The legal knowledge provided during the training 
helps communities know which documents are  
needed to apply for an identity card at the National 
Registration Department.
Conclusions
There are still many undocumented persons whose 
voices remain unheard in some parts of Sabah.  
A programme like the one described here can help  
in making more people aware of the significance of 
having identity documents, and of the benefits these 
can bring to their children. Indigenous young people 
are being empowered to help their communities, avoid 
social problems and instill moral values. As more 
people become involved, a wider network of support 
can be established, and the public can become more 
involved in supporting government agencies.
 Government agencies should adopt an outreach 
intervention approach to those living in all rural and 
border areas, and develop a strategy that can solve  
the region’s identity and documentation issues. At  
the same time, there is a need for financial support  
to upgrade the programme at the grassroots level to 
ensure that all Malaysian citizens have an identity 
card. Government agencies should conduct a re-
assessment of all villages in the rural and border areas 
to ensure that no information about undocumented 
indigenous peoples has been excluded from the cases 
documented by the paralegal team. This means that  
a comprehensive management system should be 
established by these agencies to ensure a service that  
is fast and efficient.
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AN ANALYSIS OF THE GAPS  
IN CURRENT GOVERNMENT 
POLICIES RELATING TO ETHNIC 
WOMEN IN VIETNAM
Luong Thi Truong
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Vietnam has a total population of about 94 million, 
with more that 13 million persons belonging to one  
of the more than 50 recognised ethnic minorities. 
Some ethnic minorities have a population of over one 
million while others vary between 5,000 and only  
100 individuals. Ethnic minorities are found in all 
provinces, but most live in the mountainous areas. 
Their average per capita income is only 1/6th of the 
national average. Single women account for many  
of the households in ethnic minority areas and the 
income they earn is substantially lower than that 
earned by men for the same type of work. 
 Access to infrastructure and communications is 
limited in these remote areas. Many settlements are  
far from district and commune centres, from markets, 
hospitals and schools. Roads connecting the various 
hamlets are poor, especially in the flooding season. 
Although most ethnic minority people have health 
insurance certificates, only about half register for 
regular check-ups. The number of households with 
sanitary latrines has increased among most ethnic 
groups but not all have benefited. Similarly, the 
majority of households in these areas still have no 
access to water. The situation is especially difficult  
for women who have limited access to education  
and information on legal matters and employment. 
The situation of ethnic  
women in Vietnam
Most ethnic minority women are involved in 
agriculture, while men work as hired labourers.  
The percentage of women in leadership roles is low 
(ranging from 17.5% at a central level to 10% at a 
district level) and they mainly fulfil deputy positions. 
Their voice in family matters is also limited. Men are 
the ones who decide on issues involving household 
expenditures and the upbringing or marriage of their 
children. Even though the proportion of women 
attending community meetings has increased,  
many still hesitate to join.
Ethnic minority women play an important role  
in the exploitation and management of the forest 
resources. They protect the local biodiversity, and  
help conserve genetic resources in forests, rivers  
and streams. In particular, they know how forest  
herbs can contribute to family and community  
health. But women do not have legal rights to land, 
and marriage or divorce does not alter this situation. 
Single women face particular problems in cases of  
land withdrawal because they have not been provided 
with a certificate. Having no inheritance rights, they 
are unable to claim compensation. 
In 2007, the Communist Party of Vietnam issued Resolution  
No. 111-NQ/TW. In a period of accelerated national industrialization 
and modernization, its objective was to promote women’s participation. 
This was especially important in mountainous and remote areas, where 
the percentage of illiterate women living in poverty is high. Despite the 
fact that the government had enacted policies to stimulate women’s 
development and equality, women still faced many difficulties. Now, 
more than ten years after this Resolution was passed, the Vietnam 
Women’s Union organised a national workshop to analyse its effects. 
The objective of the workshop was to study the extent to which the 
rights of Vietnamese ethnic women have been incorporated into  
policy and law, and to present recommendations. This case study 
presents an analysis of the results.
Cover Policies relating to 
ethnic minority men and 
women need to meet the 
demands of gender equality 
and the development needs  
of ethnic women
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country. By developing specific skills, it was expected 
that women would be able to meet the requirements  
of industrialization, modernization and international 
economic integration. Their material, cultural and 
spiritual life would also improve, and they would be 
able to contribute to their families and society at large. 
Vietnam was to become one of the most progressive 
countries in the region when it came to achieving 
gender equality. 
General findings
More than ten years later, our research found four 
legal documents relating to ethnic women. These 
included a coordination programme between the 
Committee for Ethnic Minority Affairs and the 
Vietnam Women’s Union on the mobilization of 
ethnic minority women in the period 2014 – 2016. 
There was also a joint circular and a national decree 
stipulating the need to have supporting policies for 
poor, ethnic minority women in accordance with the 
country’s population policy. Ethnic minorities and 
women are referred to in the national programme  
for reducing greenhouse gas emissions through the 
mitigation of deforestation and forest degradation,  
and the conservation and enhancement of forest 
carbon stocks for the period of 2016-2020. 
This is positive, but clearly insufficient. Through  
the policy documents and the national programmes 
studied it became clear that most laws, policies and 
action programmes do not support the needs of ethnic 
minority women in mountainous and remote areas. 
There were almost no references to the high illiteracy 
rates, the introduction of primary education and 
vocational training programmes, or to measures taken 
to reduce poverty and facilitate access to information. 
The coordination programme between the 
Committee for Ethnic Minority Affairs and the 
Vietnam Women’s Union proved to be the only 
exception here. 
Furthermore, the term “women” is mentioned only 
once in each document and there is no special 
reference to ethnic women in those policies specifically 
related to the provision of legal assistance to poor and 
ethnic minorities, such as, for example, Decision  
No. 59/2012/QD-TTG and 52/2010/QD-TTG.  
The phrases “ethnic minority” and “ethnic women” 
do not appear in the fifth draft of the revised Law on 
Forest Protection and Development, even though this 
law will have a direct impact on all ethnic minorities. 
In terms of health, Decree No. 39/2015/NĐ-CP, 
which highlights the need to support poor household 
women from ethnic minorities when they deliver 
babies – in compliance with the Population Policy – 
has also not been based on Resolution No.11. 
In general, ethnic minority people tend to marry when 
they are around 21 years old. The average percentage 
of near-blood line marriages is 6.5% but in some 
ethnic groups this can run to over 40 %. Near-blood 
line marriages in ethnic minorities, especially in 
inaccessible areas, has neither been reduced or 
stopped. There are also major shortcomings in the 
reproductive health care provided to ethnic minority 
women. Only 70.9% have at least one antenatal 
examination in health care facilities. Home births  
are common, and the rate of contraceptive use,  
at 79%, is high. However, as the national family 
planning programme only targets married couples, 
the unmarried couples, adolescents and migrant  
workers have limited access to these services.
In 2007, official documents stated that the different 
campaigns for women and gender equality had 
achieved clear results, but also that poor, illiterate  
and older women living in mountainous and remote 
regions still faced major challenges. And given the 
demands of industrialization and international 
economic integration, new challenges were emerging. 
Today, discrimination against women and girls 
continues in various forms. The percentage of women 
who serve as leaders and managers remains low, and 
does not reflect the capacity and development of the 
female labour force. In some fields, the already low 
percentage of female officials continues to decline,  
and there are insufficient policies and methods to 
motivate and mobilise women. 
Resolution No. 11 stipulated that it is necessary to 
focus on the different ways of stimulating the active 
participation of women in ensuring gender equality, 
the development of the family, the community and the 
Left In spite of the enormous 
need, most laws, policies  
and action programmes  
do not support the needs  
of ethnic minority women  
in mountainous and  
remote areas
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A study of the decrees and circulars drafted and passed 
at a central level showed that if government documents 
are not based on Resolution No.11 and do not mention 
ethnic women specifically, then they will also not be 
referred to in provincial and district level documents.
A few comments
Population policies are usually designed at a national 
level, with one set of guidelines being sufficient for all 
cases and contexts. But specific situations can be very 
different – especially where ethnic minority women 
are concerned. If these elements are not taken into 
consideration, the suitability of the policy is reduced, 
just as its effectiveness at the local level. 
Our research showed that development results are  
not specified in those strategies, development plans, 
programmes and projects where ethnic minorities or 
ethnic minority women are said to be a priority, and 
the resources needed for implementation are also not 
indicated. Most policy makers are not familiar with 
the specific needs of ethnic people and, as a result, the 
targets, contents and obligations in these policies are 
often not realistic. Such policies need to be 
supplemented and revised. New policies rarely 
mention gender equality and gender equality rights. 
There are also major discrepancies between the 
policies of different regions and communities and 
those relating to non-ethnic and ethnic people. 
Bottlenecks also occur because documents on how 
policies should be implemented are not available on 
time. The lack of central and decentralised resources 
also hinders implementation. Local authorities, 
especially at a commune level, often lack the capacity 
to understand and implement ethnic-minority related 
policies. This can lead to policies being ineffectively or 
incorrectly implemented. Effective implementation 
also depends on policies being adjusted to rapidly 
changing situations. Policy planners are not yet 
updated on how the roles, needs and individual rights 
of ethnic minority women need to change to address 
global economic and cultural challenges. Policy 
makers need to establish a closer relationship with 
ethnic women who are familiar with sustainable forest 
management practices and with the impact of climate 
change. 
Urgent needs
Strong prejudice about the role women should play  
has trapped them in secondary roles and prevented 
them from contributing fully to agriculture and the 
preservation of traditional culture. Prejudice has  
also limited their access to education and medical 
treatment. In Vietnam, gender equality and the 
incorporation of gender issues into policies and 
regulations has not been seriously taken up in 
research. At the same time, ethnic minorities are the 
most disadvantaged in Vietnam. Consequently, ethnic 
minorities, especially ethnic women, need protection, 
equality and development opportunities. They need  
to be empowered to have resource ownership and to 
be able to make a solid contribution to their country.
It is therefore essential to develop a new law on ethnic 
minorities to show Vietnam’s commitment to the 
international treaties it has signed. Such a law will 
stimulate the recognition of ethnic minorities, protect 
their rights and enhance equality as well as helping  
to reduce discrimination. It would also lead to the 
strengthening of decentralised policies, improve 
coordination, provide an overall policy framework and 
incorporate targets that will support the authorities at 
all levels. The law should also take account of the 
culture and particular conditions of each area. This 
will enhance the participation of ethnic minorities in 
planning and executing development policies on land 
and forest resources, in both their own and the 
national interest. It will also improve the access of 
ethnic minorities to the justice system.
Policies relating to ethnic minority men and women 
need to meet the demands of gender equality and the 
development needs of ethnic women. Developing these 
policies requires an analysis and understanding of gender 
relations, a process that requires sensitivity and 
Policies and programmes should  
focus on the specific cultural identity  
of indigenous people and promote  
their integration into the national ethos.
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Policies and programmes should, therefore, focus  
on the specific cultural identity of indigenous people 
and promote their integration into the national ethos. 
Encouraging ethnic minorities to conserve their ethnic 
culture via the revival of traditional festivals, songs, 
dances and the preservation of ethnic treasures could 
play an important role here. The policy also needs  
to promote the participation of ethnic minority  
women in the protection and development of forests, 
especially given the current problem of coping with 
climate change.
Conclusions
The Communist Party of Vietnam and the national 
government are playing a vital role in the development 
of policies that promote and sustain the voice of ethnic 
women on development issues. National and 
provincial feedback on these issues, however, needs to 
be reviewed, revised and clarified. Such a process 
should include clear procedures and processes that 
indicate who is responsible for providing this feedback, 
and how it should be received and addressed. 
Equally important is to ensure that feedback is taken 
into account during every decision making process. 
This could entail strengthening existing institutions. 
Particularly important is ensuring that systems are 
accountable, transparent, reliable and accessible to 
ethnic women. Current laws on public participation 
and gender equality that pay special attention to 
ethnic minority communities and ethnic women  
need to be reviewed and their operationalisation 
strengthened. At the same time, legal mechanisms  
for developing, piloting and adopting the rights of 
ethnic minorities to participate and be represented 
should be recognised. 
information. Adequate budgets for policy implementation 
must also be allocated and the policy itself should be 
realistic enough for implementation. Policy development 
plans must be public, and the opinions of communities, 
ethnic minority women, gender scientists and other 
experts should be taken into consideration. In fact, in 
this bottom-up approach the compulsory integration 
of ethnic minority men and women during the policy 
making process is a must. 
It is also important that policies consider women as 
active contributors rather than passive beneficiaries. 
This can be achieved, for example, by setting up 
mechanisms that increase the number of ethnic 
women in leadership positions at a local government 
level. For this to happen, the knowledge and skills of 
ethnic women, especially young women, need to be 
enhanced. Special efforts and schemes are needed to 
motivate ethnic communities to send girls to schools  
at the correct age, and to encourage them to go on to 
further studies. Ethnic minority women also need 
support in becoming bilingual, and should have access 
to training in starting and running a business.  
Young women could become involved in processing 
agricultural and non-agricultural products, for example, 
if they had access to market information and credit 
facilities, and if they were able to form cooperatives  
to ensure they could meet market demand. 
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